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ABSTRACT
In Search of Trojan Horses
The United Nations Culture War
by
Patricia Ackerman

Advisor: Joe Rollins
The United Nations is the premier institution of international peace and security.
Yet, it has become the site of a culture war between religious fundamentalisms and gender
activism over social values tied to sexual, reproductive, health, and rights such as the right to
abortion and the right of LGBT people to exist. This culture war takes place at UN meetings,
such as the convening of the Human Rights Council, the Commission on the Status of Women
and the Commission on Population and Development, and through influencing discourse and
outcome documents of the UN. This conflict manifests in a frenzied media and policy battle
between ultraconservative religious Right principles and values, and women’s and LGBT human
rights. SRHR/LGBT UN actors are accused of promoting radical liberal propaganda by the
religious Right. Religious Right actors are called haters and accused of persecuting LGBT
human rights activists. Both sides find themselves in a culture war where their religious and
moral beliefs are at stake.
This dissertation examines the expanding influence of the religious Right at the
UN, building on extant scholarship on the role of the culture war at the UN. This scholarship has
tracked the increasing presence of the religious Right following the Beijing World Conference
on Women and the Cairo Conference of Population and Development. Since that time, there has
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been a systematic and strategic movement by both sides to influence UN discourse, documents,
and global policy in favor of their agenda. It is in this environment that the religious Right works
to increase its influence, and the SRHR/LGBT movement works to secure human rights
protections. This dissertation analyzes evidence from UN documents, UN meeting and
conference proceedings, civil society meetings, and the proceedings of intergovernmental
coalitions. Further evidence consists of media and social media campaigns and my participant
observation over more than a decade. The dissertation concludes that the culture war has more
power and influence on UN proceedings than scholars predicted. This study puts a new face on
the actors in the culture war, their roles, goals, organization, strategies, influence, and their future
advocacy at the UN.
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Introduction
Overview
This dissertation explores how the United Nations (UN) is being used by the religious Right1 to
implement a fundamentalist platform against women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights
(SRHR) as well as lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) human rights. In this project,
I identify the origins of this campaign and the actors who carry out their “family values”
platform via an interlocking directorate of organizations which are associated with the religious
Right. The impact of these organizations and actors on national and global policy on SRHR and
LGBT rights is substantial. Its global network, what Sonia Correa calls “the Hydra,” 2 originated
five decades ago in the United States and is now led by the theological descendants of the
original actors. More organizations and coalitions are broadening the religious Right’s power
through affiliation with fundamentalist member states.
I argue that there is a culture war between religious Right actors and gender rights
(LGBT/SRHR) activists, which has an impact on the discourse, procedures, documents, and
services of the UN. Its agencies, administration, various bodies, commissions, and member states
do not engage in resolving this conflict, and as a result, it continues to escalate. The UN’s
method of limiting civil society access and negotiations during UN meetings violates the
historical role of civil society at the UN, which is recognized in Article 71 of the UN Charter.
The impact of the culture war is felt globally in the oppression of women’s human rights and the
criminalization of LGBT people. The religious Right limits access to grassroots and US
government funding of SRHR/LGBT health and human rights via the global gag rule, which
blocks US foreign assistance to NGOs that provide abortion-related services.3
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The United Nations is rooted in three pillars: international peace and security,
development, and human rights. The third pillar, universal human rights, has been attacked by
the religious Right for its focus on sexual and reproductive health and rights and LGBT human
rights. The religious Right have condemned human rights as social radicalism, and seek to curtail
the UN’s progressive gender policies, which have been institutionalized for decades. Many of the
religious Right’s affiliates have official UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC)
consultative status. ECOSOC status provides non-governmental organizations (NGOs) with
access to the various bodies and human rights mechanisms of the United Nations as well as UN
conferences and events.4 A number of these organizations have been designated as hate groups
by the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) for being anti-LGBT and anti-women. Some groups
see this designation of the religious Right as a credential and wear it as a badge of pride (e.g., CFAM, Family Watch International).
In this section, I tell the story of the different movements active within the UN’s current
culture war, which is a flexible framework that is sensitive to change. The culture war between
ultra-conservative religious actors and sexual rights activists at the UN has been fought for
twenty-five years. Each side has its platform with associated social values, media strategy, policy
goals, and norm entrepreneurship. In this battle, both sides cling to fundamental principles amid
social and cultural change. The story of the rise of the religious Right and gender has been told
over the last forty years, beginning with Petchesky5 who considered it led by reactionaries bent
on regressing to a time before the acceptance of feminism and homosexuality. I examine how in
response to destructive “traditional” values at the UN, women and LGBT activists have fought
back. I identify the main actors of the dissertation as the religious Right in the vein of feminist
scholars studying this subject. Burlein (2002), in particular, uses the term, “Right,” as well as
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“fundamentalist” to describe these actors.6 I have adopted the term “religious Right” to define
the fundamentalists at the UN who believe the Bible to be the literal and inerrant truth. Global
LGBT and SRHR organizations, the other actors in the culture war, have been building powerful
coalitions at the UN to proactively establish human rights protections for LGBT people, protect
sexual and reproductive health and rights, and develop alliances with supportive states. With the
criminalization of LGBT people across the globe, the UN has become a crucial platform for
organizing and advocacy. While the movement was initially led by larger, more corporate LGBT
organizations with resources and the capacity to have a visible presence at the UN, there are now
numerous grassroots groups with access to power at the UN and in their home countries.
I apply the metaphor of the Trojan horse to describe the culture war between the
LGBT/SRHR communities and the religious Right at the UN. Chamberlain (2006), and the
Office of the Holy See (Vatican) reference the Trojan horse to describe how both sides suspect
the other as secretly plotting to defeat their agenda at the UN and see the other side as evil and
dangerous adversaries. Nussbaum’s theory of political fear also helps to explain how these
projections have arisen. This dissertation asks how religious Right and LGBT/SRHR
organizations are using the UN as a terrain in which to engage a culture war and what are the
implications for human rights in terms of gender and sexuality? This dissertation will argue that
the UN is negatively impacted, distracted, and derailed by a seemingly intractable culture war in
the area of religion and sexual rights, which impacts UN operation, services, and documents.
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Methods
In this dissertation, I analyze the methods used by the religious Right to hijack the UN
and weaken its role in advancing and supporting women’s SRHR and LGBT human rights. The
areas of women’s human rights that are particularly contested by the religious Right include
abortion rights, sexual education, contraception, and homosexuality. For this dissertation, the two
areas are inseparable, and the movements advocate in alliance with one another at the UN. I also
look at the continued negative impacts of the culture war at the UN in protecting the human
rights of women, girls, and LGBT people. There is an effort by LGBT and SRHR organizations
to reclaim lost ground at the UN after the religious Right brought extensive resources to their
anti-gender work following the Cairo Population Conference (1994) and Beijing World
Conference on Women (1995).
The content of this dissertation project developed over ten years of participating in and
observing UN fora with an eye toward SRHR and LGBT human rights. During this time, I gave
presentations at UN conferences, creating a space for leaders of the religious Right and the UN
to engage in faith-based dialogue with human rights activists focused on women’s and LGBT
rights. I have had on-and off-the-record conversations with leaders from the religious Right,
LGBT advocates, and UN personnel. I have been a member of three non-governmental
organization caucuses for SRHR, LGBT, and ecumenical women. I am also an official UN
representative for an international interfaith organization. In these roles, I have examined UN
documents and analyzed the discourse and methods of the religious Right. I conducted
interviews with key religious Right actors at the UN to understand their convictions and
aversions. Interviews were held with SRHR/LGBT activists about their strategic goals and
objectives for working at the UN. I have also used case studies, included in Chapters Three and
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Six, which served as the most effective way of incorporating my observations and experiences of
the culture war into the text.7
The case study in Chapter Three is of the UN Commission on the Status of Women
(CSW), which as the largest women’s meeting, also addresses lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (LGBT) human rights and sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR). The
CSW is the primary site for the culture war. The study included in Chapter Six explores the
controversial appointment of a UN Independent Expert on Sexual Orientation and Gender
Identity. The expert monitors human rights violations and seeks to protect the global human
rights of LGBT people against state and extrajudicial violence and discrimination. The
appointment continues to be opposed by UN conservative religious actors. This expert reports to
the Human Rights Council, a UN organ of forty-seven member states located in Geneva,
Switzerland. Both of these case studies shed light on the way the UN is at the epicenter of a
culture war between LGBT advocates and the religious Right.
Social media accounts and websites of religious Right organizations and gender activists
serve as tools for analysis in this dissertation. Postings from a global LGBT email list captures
the news of the global Right and the work of LGBT activists. Case studies were the most
effective methodology for this dissertation to understand the interests and objectives of the
religious Right and gender activists at the UN. In the current literature on the religious Right at
the United Nations, the role of the religious Right is analyzed through case studies on the events
they have held at the UN and profiles of their leaders and organizations (Association of Women
in Development, Southern Poverty Law Center, Right Wing Watch, and Political Research
Associates).
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The religious Right is co-opting human rights language and framing. Terms such as
family, culture, tradition, gender, gender ideology, sovereignty, feminism, human rights, right to
life, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), and the two main covenants of the
UN8 are instrumentalized in anti-abortion, anti-LGBT, and anti-CSE advocacy. Family Watch
International, a UN religious Right actor, updates its Family Guide to the UN annually9
as a manual on how to insert family principles into UN discourse and documents. Thus,
discourse analysis is used in this dissertation to identify key terms that can be traced through
multiple UN documents and policies.
Literature Review
This dissertation contributes to scholarship on the UN by examining how the religious
Right have become a unified transnational and transreligious presence that is increasing its
influence on UN policy and weakening the UN’s role in advancing humanitarian and positive
human rights outcomes. The current project builds on the conceptual frames of nine scholars
who have tracked the progression of the religious Right since the 1970s: Rosalind Petchesky,
Ann Burlein, Judith Butler, Jennifer Butler, Zillah Eisenstein, Martha Nussbaum, Pam
Chamberlain, Rebecca Sanders, and Clifford Bob, as well as the international feminist collective,
the Association of Women in Development (AWID).
Petchesky’s 1981 article, “Antiabortion, Antifeminism, and the Rise of the New Right,”
explores the anti-abortion and anti-feminist movement to argue that the period following the
1960s and its socially progressive radicalism was of significance in the rise of the religious
Right.10 During the social and sexual unrest of that period, the religious Right expanded
significantly into the political arena. Petchesky argues that there was a strong backlash to what
the Right perceived as extreme social and sexual radicalism. When President Ronald Reagan
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came to power, the Right’s influence grew at the UN. Reagan’s initiatives with evangelicals
supported the politicization of the American religious Right. Similar to Rebecca Sanders’s
definition of the religious Right as “norm spoilers,” Petchesky refers to the religious Right as
“Reactors.” 11 Despite its domestic focus, Petchesky’s article could have been written about the
activity of the global religious Right at the UN today. Petchesky’s and Sanders’s theoretical
frameworks have helped me to explore the idea of the religious Right as “True Believers.”
In Lift High the Cross, Burlein compares white supremacists to the Christian Right.12
She traces the connections between the militarized and extreme Right and how it developed into
a “kinder and gentler” Right that, while preaching moderation, came from the same foundations.
According to Burlein, a more mainstream religious Right evolved with James Dobson, and his
organization Focus on the Family. According to Burlein, Dobson couched his Christian ideas in a
less intolerant language compared to the extreme Christian right. He lessened the biblical
diatribe, promoted some equal rights for women, and focused on rescuing America from the
turbulent 1960s. Focus on the Family was one of the first religious Right NGOs to gain UN
consultative status as it set its sights on the UN in the 1980s. Burlein’s text begins with a case
study of her attendance at a Ku Klux Klan rally followed by her analysis of the white
supremacist movement. She contrasts this movement with the ideas of James Dobson, which she
writes are more moderate but adopt the same goal to indoctrinate the American public into a
bible-based lifestyle. Both ideologies reject LGBT people and women’s rights and prioritize the
nuclear family. Burlein’s work does not address the role of the religious Right at the UN, but her
analysis serves as a useful tool.
Jennifer Butler, in Born Again,13 provides a historical analysis of the religious Right at
the UN beginning with the Cairo Population and Beijing conferences where sexual and
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reproductive rights were first officially mentioned at a UN-sponsored conference. The outcomes
of these conferences were considered the “clarion call” for the religious Right to install its
platform at the UN. Butler argues that in the decade before these conferences, US President
Ronald Reagan rewarded conservative religious supporters by offering them appointments to the
UN. There, they forged alliances with the Office of the Holy See (the Vatican at the UN) and the
world’s most repressive regimes, including Iran, Sudan, and Libya, to prevent and stop
agreements that would bolster the rights of women and children. Butler predicted that the
religious Right would not find long-term success at the UN, but this has not been the case. One
of her hypotheses is that the religious Right was ignored by activists after the Beijing Conference
and should not have been.
Clifford Bob has provided a detailed text on the contentious dynamics between religious
Right and LGBT UN actors in the culture war. His analysis focuses on the battle between what
he calls the “traditional values” or “Baptist-Burka” network of the religious Right and the “gay
rights network” as the LGBT movement at the UN. Bob’s work is helpful in understanding the
history, methods, and goals of what he terms “warring parties,” but I disagree with his
assessment that the LGBT movement uses similar tactics to the religious Right. Bob also uses the
term “homosexual”14 in 2012 which is outdated. His use of the term “gay” is not inclusive of
lesbians, bisexual and transgender people and was reframed by the LGBT community in the
1970s. Where the negative tactics of the religious Right are directed at the LGBT actors at the
UN, the LGBT movement is focused on working within the UN system to change norms and
influence international law.15
The impact of the religious Right on UN discourse, documents, and humanitarian
services is examined by Chamberlain and AWID in its review of opposition strategies.16
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Chamberlain’s report, “UNdoing Reproductive Freedom,” outlines the US religious Right
organizations that are active at the UN, including exploring their missions and operations in
going global. Chamberlain underestimates the religious Right at the UN, as does Jennifer Butler
with predictions that they would not continue to grow. The Association of Women in
Development (AWID) also engages in this work in light of the expansion of the religious Right
to the global stage.17 AWID uses postcolonial feminist analysis to examine the impact of
tradition. Their reports analyze the impact of the religious Right on women’s SRHR, sexual
orientation and gender identity (SOGI), and human rights, and provide extensive data on
fundamentalisms. AWID’s global and regional research outlines fundamentalist strategies,
agendas, operations, and goals. Their recent publication, “Rights at Risk: Observatory on the
Universality of Rights,” analyzes UN discourse and documents, and monitors the impact of
religious fundamentalism on women’s rights activists. They employ the term “opposition actors”
to reflect incivility in the culture war. AWID can appear to demonize the religious Right and
does not examine the motivation or cause for their positions.
Zillah Eisenstein’s work on hatred and fear, Rebecca Sanders’s conceptual framework of
the religious Right as “norm spoilers,” and Martha Nussbaum’s work on fear, envy, and the
moral purpose of the religious Right have all been important sources for this dissertation.18 Each
author analyzes the motives of the religious Right. Sanders looks at the religious Right’s strategy
to prevent any UN policy to which they are opposed. Eisenstein and Nussbaum examine their
motives through a lens of hatred, fear, and envy. Nussbaum theorizes that the Right is disgusted
by what their imagination tells them about LGBT people rather than see them as ordinary human
beings. She argues there is a heterosexual fantasy about gay men, which foments hate: “Those
men look like us: but when they get their clothes off, they mingle feces with blood in ways that
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are unspeakably foul and profoundly threatening to us.”19 Nussbaum suggests that LGBT people
represent a hidden evil to the Right and that when LGBT people “pass” or appear heterosexual, it
evokes fear. Both authors frame as central to their theories the role of “othering” in creating
opportunities for one group’s domination over another. Eisenstein and Nussbaum look at how
fear masquerades as hatred and becomes a tool for persecution being weaponized by patriarchy.
This dissertation builds upon other scholarship on the role of religious fundamentalists at
the UN, the sexual and gender human rights movement, and its proceedings. It complements
analyses of fundamentalism in the global context of LGBT criminalization.20 Kaoma writes
about the American religious Right actors who target Africa. His writing led to the exposure of
the work of the religious Right, in particular Scott Lively and Lou Engles, which led to the “Kill
the Gays” bill in Uganda. Kaoma’s first-hand experience of the Ugandan conference held to
introduce the bill led to its public condemnation in the media and at the UN. The work of Jeff
Sharlet, an investigative journalist, exposes a secret society of right-wing politicians.21 He argues
that conservative American politicians finance the US fundamentalist-led global agenda. This
religious Right agenda, defined as “dominionist,” merges religious theology and political
ideology. Biblical law is seen as the basis for all earthly law, and the US Constitution serves as
the inspiration for an imperial Christian theology. Dominionist principles work to establish an
American Christian Right with global supremacy. To realize this, the religious Right at the UN
establishes a coalition of fundamentalist member states to reach common goals. For example,
states provide funding to the Global South in exchange for anti-SRHR and anti-LGBT policies.22
A report by the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD) outlines how
religious Right actors use the UN to promote their mission.23 This publication provides a broad
survey of Christian NGOs broken down into categories according to theology and denomination.
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NORAD does not examine the religious Right’s impact on the discourse and documents of the
UN.
Since 2010, LGBT human rights have been promoted in public information campaigns by
the office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights (OHCHR). The office of the UN
Secretary-General (UNSG) designated LGBT/SOGI human rights as a priority issue under Ban
Ki-moon. The OHCHR’s “Free and Equal” campaign, named for the first article of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, holds high-level events and produces written materials and music
videos with positive depictions of LGBT people around the world. The OHCHR continues to
publish the most LGBT-positive materials at the UN.
Feminist scholar Courtney Howland’s text examines religious fundamentalism’s violation
of women’s rights.24 Her volume includes essays by feminist scholars on society, politics,
culture, and law. Howland looks at how actors from the religious Right deploy misogyny and
other patriarchal tools of oppression using fundamentalism in their attacks on women and LGBT.
Judith Butler challenges the claim that religion is grounded in tolerance.25 She argues that the
Vatican (Holy See Office of the UN) uses the UN for the removal of human rights, rather than
their protection. She cites the Holy See’s strategy to delete the term “gender” from all UN
documents and argues that they reject the word because of a belief that it destroys male/female
complementarity and the gender binary of lifelong heterosexual marriage. The Holy See’s
persistent battle against “gender”’ has led to it claiming the existence of a “gender ideology” and
“ideological colonization,” which is being imposed by LGBT and SRHR activists. These
activists are accused of imposing their ideas of gender, sexual orientation, and non-binary
identity on all people, especially those in the Global South.26 Ellen Armour, in her work on
Butler, identifies the feminist ideas of empowering the autonomy of women’s bodies, queer
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identities, and sexual agency as triggers for fundamentalists.27 Butler’s research on
performativity, precariousness, and vulnerability inform the dissertation as they describe the
ground upon which the religious Right and sexual rights advocates live.
A religious Right theology that links faith to politics originated with a fundamentalist
American pastor, Frances Schaeffer, his books, and the work of his L’Abri Fellowship, based in
Switzerland. Early Christian Right actors such as Jerry Falwell and James Dobson went on
retreat to L’Abri to hold Bible studies and develop the religious Right movement.28 Schaeffer’s
spiritual texts are referred to as manuals for the American religious Right, influencing Jerry
Falwell, Pat Robertson, Ronald Reagan, and Michelle Bachmann, among others. Schaeffer
suggested “co-belligerence” as a framework to coalesce the Right in their work with nonChristians. “Co-belligerence” is a method used to make alliances with religions radically
different from their own against a common enemy, specifically LGBT and SRHR advocates. At
the UN, co-belligerence manifests in alliances between typically unfriendly states, for example,
the US with Russia, Russia with Belarus, Saudi Arabia, and Yemen, against LGBT and SRHR
supporters. Schaeffer’s work was examined for its connections to the current religious Right
literature.
There is scholarship on the governance of the UN, its role in maintaining peace and
security, and its principles and values. This literature establishes the role of international norms,
notions of civility, and obligations for civil society to maintain their consultative status at the
UN. This dissertation examines how the UN as a whole, including member states, agencies, and
civil society are acting or refusing to act in response to the conflict between the religious Right
and gender activists. In sum, this dissertation contributes to the literature on the UN in examining
how the religious Right have become a unified transnational and transreligious presence that is
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increasing its influence on UN policy and weakening the UN’s role in advancing humanitarian
and positive human rights outcomes.
Chapter Outline
In Chapter 1, I outline the history of the gender rights movement and the religious Right’s
opposition to it at the UN, including paths of UN access and alliances between organizations and
states. I analyze the campaign by the religious Right to thwart women’s SRHR and LGBT
human rights. I also examine the organizational gains of the religious Right. The chapter presents
the religious Right’s program concerning the Commission on the Status of Women, Commission
on Population and Development (CPD), the Human Rights Council, and the General Assembly.
It examines the long-standing UN culture war between the religious Right and gender activists
(LGBT and SRHR). I argue that the religious Right is gaining influence at the UN in policy, UN
discourse and documents.
Chapter 2 is a case study of the UN culture war, which has become more visible over my
ten years as a participant/observer at the Commission on the Status of Women, from 2009 to
2019. In this chapter, I discuss some of the characteristics of the conflict between LGBT, SRHR
and religious Right actors at the UN paying special attention to their ideological and
methodological emphases. I argue that the culture war is negatively impacting the UN’s work on
gender, human rights, discourse, documents, and the services of the UN.
Chapter 3 is a case study of the UN Commission on the Status of Women, the most
highly attended meeting on women’s rights at the UN. The committee of forty-five member
states comes together annually to negotiate a document that is meant to influence or create policy
in their home countries. The conference is under the direction of the UN gender agency, UN
Women, a commission of member states, and the committee of NGOs. Each year approximately
13

10,000 women convene at the UN for two weeks of meetings on women’s rights as member
states develop a final policy document on a thematic issue of concern. Sexual, reproductive,
health, and rights are central to the mission of the CSW but are considered contentious by the
anti-abortion and anti-sex education movements at the UN. LGBT/SRHR events take place
alongside the official CSW, but LGBT people have not yet received protected status in the final
document as of 2019.
Chapter 4 discusses LGBT human rights advocacy, also known as the sexual orientation
and gender identity (SOGI) framework at the UN. Though LGBT people are recognized as a
vulnerable minority population, they are persecuted by the religious Right at the UN for their
sexual orientation and gender identity and should be protected under the UN charter. A
SOGI/LGBT human rights campaign was launched as the UN marked the 15th anniversary of the
Beijing Platform on Women with the UN platform on gender and sexual rights. In 2010,
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon championed the SOGI movement, giving it high visibility and
support among liberal and progressive member states. In this chapter, I argue that as the LGBT
human rights movement has expanded, it has become a corporatized entity at the UN.
Chapter 5 is an overview of the non-governmental organizations of the religious Right at
the UN, describing each organization’s mission and leadership. This chapter is partly based on
my participant observations at UN religious Right conferences and events. I argue that religious
Right organizations utilize a role repertoire where each organization has specific directives and
areas of concern. I further maintain that the religious Right uses charismatic spiritual leaders to
lead their organizations, as they have done historically.
Chapter 6 is a case study of the newly appointed, first-ever, highly contentious position of
Independent Expert in the area of Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity (SOGI). His
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confirmation required more voting slates than any Human Rights Council resolution, except one
on the protection of human rights defenders, which was challenged for its ties to LGBT activists.
The retirement of the first Independent Expert after one year of service speaks to the
contentiousness of the role in a world of divided states.
In Chapter 7, the conclusion, I make suggestions for addressing the culture war. I
recommend interfaith engagement, education on coexistence principles on which the UN was
founded, reclaiming discourse, and engaging the so-called “movable middle” to change the
organizational culture of the UN. I ask whether changing the culture is enough to change the
culture war.
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Chapter 1: Gender Controversy at the United Nations
“[Cairo is] 29 the work of the devil.”
-

Pope John Paul II30

“Before Cairo, women’s groups were together, but now it is war.”
-

Peter Smith, Society for the Protection of Children 31

This chapter provides an overview of the United Nations and the different bodies that are
related to the culture war on gender. While the primary purpose of the UN is to maintain
international peace and security, it also protects vulnerable minorities. It is in this context that I
examine the UN struggle to protect LGBT people and to support the human rights of women by
protecting their sexual and reproductive health and rights.
How the UN Works
The UN is an intergovernmental organization that was founded in 1945 and consists of
193 member states. Its three main areas of concern are international peace and security,
development, and human rights. Two covenants outline the main rights protected by the UN: The
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) monitored by the Human Rights
Committee, and the International Covenant of Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (IESCR)
monitored by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. The ICCPR (1976)
outlines the rights which states agree to uphold such as self-determination, the right to life,
freedom from torture, degrading treatment, freedom from slavery, the right to liberty and
security, the rights of detained persons, freedom of movement and choice of residence, freedom
of aliens from arbitrary detention, right to fair trial, right to recognition everywhere as a person
before the law, right to peaceful assembly, right to marry and found a family, among others. The
ICESR (1966) is focused on social and cultural rights. The articles of the ICESR are the right to
work, the right of fair condition of employment, the right to social securities, the right to
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protection of family, right to adequate standard of living, right to health, right to education, and
the right to culture and enjoyment of scientific progress, among others. The ICESR is tied to the
Economic Social Cultural Council (ECOSOC), which is one of the six principal organs of the
UN, coordinating the economic and social interests of the organization and its related
commissions. The principal organs of the UN are the Security Council, the General Assembly,
the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), the Trusteeship Council, the International Court of
Justice, and the UN Secretariat.
The focus of this dissertation is on how the UN protects the human rights of vulnerable
populations. To date, it has adopted human rights treaties, resolutions, and has established
several UN bodies to do so. States are expected to respect the human rights enshrined in the
treaties. There are different bodies that monitor how states protect human rights. Some bodies
have states as members, while others consist of human rights experts. The office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights has a staff of human rights officers who support treaty bodies
and special procedures, expert groups tied to the treaty mandate. The OHCHR collects
information on human rights violations, publishes reports, makes recommendations to states,
receives urgent appeals from civil society, organizes human rights educational campaigns, and
makes public statements. The Universal Periodic Review (UPR), another human rights
monitoring mechanism was established by the Human Rights Council (HRC) in 2006. The
Council was designed to respond to the critique that the more influential states were being
criticized less than others. As a result, each state is reviewed every four years.
The General Assembly (GA) is made up of all member states and is in charge of decision
making at the UN. The GA issues joint statements on behalf of global issues and resolutions and
is comprised of various committees in charge of specific themes. The First Committee is tied to
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the Security Council. The Second Committee focuses on the work of the General Assembly and
responds to all areas of interest at the UN. The Third Committee covers social and humanitarian
affairs and human rights issues. The Human Rights Council consists of forty-seven states which
are elected by the Economic and Social Council, each serving for four years according to an
equitable geographic balance.32 The Council monitors, promotes, and protects human rights
around the world; addresses violations; and makes recommendations on how states can align
themselves with the mission of the UN. Treaty bodies are independent experts that monitor
whether states are meeting their obligations under a specific treaty. Ten treaty bodies oversee
subjects including children’s rights, women’s rights, and civil and political rights such as
freedom of religion, assembly, expression. The UN also has specialized agencies in charge of
thematic areas, for example, UNAIDS, the High Commissioner for Refugees, UN Women, and
Population and Development. These groups advise governments, create reports, and hold global
conferences. There are also regional human rights offices of the UN operating around the world
in Asia, Africa, Europe, and North and South America, including human rights courts.
There are over 5,000 organizations at the UN with consultative status, which is defined as
a formal relationship between the UN and a civil society organization where the organization is
permitted to speak at UN meetings and attend UN conferences. Being awarded this status means
that the organization has been approved to lobby the UN as long as its mission relates to the
UN’s interest in economic and social issues.33 A general NGO consultative status is granted by
the UN Department of Information (DPI) but the highest consultative status an NGO can have is
ECOSOC status.34 With ECOSOC accreditation the NGO can participate in UN meetings, all
human rights mechanisms, attend special events, and be accredited, as civil society participants.35

18

The UN Gender Agenda
The UN was founded to promote international cooperation after World War II to keep the
global peace. Through the years and in light of the Holocaust, the UN has prioritized the
protection of vulnerable minorities (2006), decolonization (1960), and racial justice rights (1969)
along with international peace and security. The idea of human rights, civil or political (primary),
and economic, social, and cultural (secondary) is mandated by the UN Charter and Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), though the adoption of these principles by states is
voluntary. They affirm that all people are born free and equal. In light of this declaration, this
dissertation explores whether the UN has become a site for the persecution of vulnerable
minorities. LGBT human rights, and women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights,
continue to be challenged by religious Right actors, many who believe they have a moral
imperative to shape the world according to their version of “God’s will.” What can appear to be a
matter of freedom of speech and religion is one group seeking to suppress the rights of others
with whom they disagree.
This section provides a history of gender at the UN to examine the deep-seated culture
war aimed at women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights and LGBT human rights. It
discusses the history of how women have organized their advocacy and the religious Right’s
opposition. It discusses the lack of a response to the culture war by many UN agencies in
comparison to the strong advocacy of the office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights.
The examination contained in this chapter continues in Chapters 4 and 5, which discuss the paths
of UN access and the alliances forged among member states, SRHR/LGBT advocates, and the
religious Right in the culture war.
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The campaign against LGBT/SRHR rights began when the religious Right sought to
reclaim the world from what they perceived as the secular and liberal social chaos of the 1960s
that aimed to replace the family as the fundamental unit of society.36 From that time forward, the
religious Right have sought to embed a family social platform of heteronormative and
conservative principles into UN mechanisms, rolling back the gender-focused platform on
women’s and LGBT rights. The current state of the culture war has escalated to include more
than anti-abortion and anti-LGBT platforms; it also rejects comprehensive sex education, public
schools, the LGBT right to marry, SOGI human rights policy, and an attack on the right of
transgender people to exist. Its stated goal is to maintain tradition and rescue the family from
various and diverse forms. Still, the center of the sexual and gender rights conflict at the UN is
tied to the visibility of sexual reproductive health and LGBT rights at the UN, from its prochoice, pro-same sex marriage platforms, to its support of diverse forms of family. Since the
1990s, the UN has prioritized gender throughout all sectors, known as gender mainstreaming,
which the religious Right claims is contrary to morality and code for approving abortion and
LGBT rights. It has been the goal of the religious Right to dismantle these policies which run
counter to their beliefs. They can register their opposition by stalling the release of documents
over the inclusion of one or two words.
A Brief History of Gender at the UN
The global SRHR/LGBT human rights movement originated in the struggle for women’s
equality at the UN, with initial resistance from none other than Eleanor Roosevelt, who denied
the request for a dedicated mechanism on women’s human rights when she was part of the
Commission on Human Rights. Roosevelt wanted the Commission on the Status of Women
included as a subset of the Human Rights Committee (1945). Delegates from Latin and South
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America lobbied for a Commission on the Status of Women as a separate women’s human rights
mechanism, which was granted. Founded in 1946, the CSW became a separate entity reporting to
the UN’s Economic, Social, and Cultural Commission.37 It became the first global
intergovernmental body exclusively dedicated to the promotion of gender equality and the
empowerment of women.38 The CSW was created just one year after the UN and preceding the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, ratified in 1948.
The decision to prioritize gender was moved through the channels of the UN and
incorporated into all of its areas of operation, receiving support from women’s rights agencies.
The idea of gender mainstreaming led to the creation of the Division on the Advancement of
Women (DAW) and, later, the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM, 1976).
Gender equality programming was consolidated through a new Office of the Special Advisor on
Gender Issues in 1997, reporting directly to the Secretary-General. The religious Right was not
opposed to these original developments because at the time, “gender” meant women’s rights to
economic development, gender parity, and economic security.39 It was when the religious Right
at the UN became aware that women’s control of their bodies, i.e., the right to have an abortion,
was raised at the Beijing Conference (1995), and included in the final platform, that gender
would become controversial and seen as synonymous with abortion and homosexuality. The
religious Right did not act until the first commemoration of Beijing took place five years later in
2000.40
While the Commission on the Status of Women is as old as the UN, it has no
authoritative power and does not make UN policy, but its outcomes can leverage both concrete
and normative changes at the state level. While it makes unenforceable international laws,41 it
creates norms to address and change harmful and violent practices, such as female genital
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mutilation (FGM) and so-called “honor killings.” “Tradition” is one of the keywords of the
religious Right as cultural relativism is respected for the sake of unity between states, at the
expense of human rights. Relativism is protected under the norm of sovereignty. The CSW may
be the main body that protects women’s rights at the UN, but it is consensus-based and therefore
challenging from the standpoint of advocacy. With a consensus body, a single member state’s
objection can determine whether the conference reaches a final document or conclusion.
Advocates, on the other hand, seek to prevail upon various members, but in the consensus
process, this advocacy is often set aside to reach a final agreement. For example, the religious
Right can thwart the outcome document because of a line about sex education. The loss of the
entire document can cause hardship to smaller countries that need the document to create policy
and lobby governments.
In 1953, the Commission wrote the first official UN treaty on the subject of women, the
Convention on the Political Rights of Women, which addressed women’s rights to vote and run
for political office. Next was the Convention on the Nationality of Married Women in 1957,
followed in 1962 by the Convention on the Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage,
and Registration of Marriages. The International Labor Organization (ILO) followed with
conventions on equal pay for equal work. In 1963, the UN General Assembly (UNGA) requested
that the CSW draft the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), which was ratified in 1979 with the optional protocol for women to have the right to
petition as victims of discrimination.42 As of 2018, the United States is one of only a few
countries that has not ratified the convention. The Holy See, Iran, Somalia, Sudan, and Tonga
have also not signed CEDAW, which is considered the first and only women’s treaty (CEDAW,
1979). One of the articles of CEDAW, Article 12 on health, reads: “States shall ensure that
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women have equal rights with men to access to health care services, including reproductive
health services.” This provision alarmed the religious Right.
In 1975, the first World Conference on Women took place in Mexico, coinciding with the
first International Women’s Year (IWY) where women’s global rights issues were first
prioritized by the UN. Advocacy on sexual and reproductive rights such as abortion and
contraception were written into the final document, and lesbian rights were first discussed. The
conference resulted in a ten-year action plan on women’s rights. In 1993, at the World
Conference on Human Rights in Vienna, Radhika Coomaraswamy from Sri Lanka was
appointed as the first Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women.43
At the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD), held in Cairo in
1994, 179 countries agreed that population and development were linked to empowering women
and their reproductive health. The conference adopted a Twenty-year Program of Action, which
focused on women’s needs and rights, gender equality, ending violence against women, and
empowering women's ability to control their fertility. The goals of the ICPD were universal
education, reducing child and maternal mortality, and ensuring universal access to reproductive
healthcare, including family planning and the prevention of sexually transmitted infections,
including HIV/AIDS (UNFPA). Following Cairo, the fourth UN World Conference on Women
in Beijing 1995 had an estimated 17,000 participants and 40,000 activists in attendance.44 The
twelve now historic areas of the Beijing Platform were: women and poverty, education and
training of women, women and health, violence against women, women and armed conflict,
women and the economy, women in power and decision making, institutional mechanisms for
the advancement of women, human rights of women, women and the media, women and
environment, and the girl child.
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Beijing and Cairo: A Clarion Call for the Religious Right
In the 1990s, LGBT NGOs began to lobby UNIFEM, the first consolidated area at the
UN focusing on women, to support human rights protections for LGBT people. It has taken
decades for UN women’s human rights advocates to include LGBT human rights in the women’s
agenda and to act as allies supporting each other’s issues behind the scenes. LGBT people have
traditionally been regarded as an abomination by many of the conservative countries that fund
UN agencies. The fear of losing funding, the inability to change homophobic minds, and the lack
of a cooperative will to do so, gave LGBT people and their concerns a pariah status for the UN
agencies. It was not until Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon took his strong position on LGBT
human rights that they were openly discussed. However, LGBT people have still not been
officially recognized as needing protection from violence, discrimination, and criminalization in
a final CSW document. Women and LGBT people share a relationship in terms of gender
freedoms, identity, and a shared focus on sexual and reproductive health and rights. It was not
until 2003 that a resolution on extrajudicial violence at the HRC and a GA Statement on SOGI
(2008) gave LGBT human rights a visible presence at the UN. In 2010, OHCHR launched the
“Free & Equal” campaign, and the HRC in Geneva proposed the first resolution on sexual
orientation and gender identity, which passed in 2011. A second HRC resolution was confirmed
in 2014.
When the Cairo and Beijing Conferences introduced protections for an individual’s
sexual and bodily rights and hinted at LGBT human rights and gender for the first time, the
religious Right actors visibly protested. The final documents developed by the conferences under
the CSW became the basis of a UN program for global women’s rights, which included abortion
and sexual rights. The Beijing Platform for Action was ratified by 189 member states and serves
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as a benchmark of women’s human rights. Defined as the definitive global feminist document,
Beijing is reaffirmed by the CSW every five years, each time provoking the ire of the religious
Right. It was the first official document that both women and LGBT people could draw upon for
support at the UN.45 The Cairo Declaration called for resources for sexual and reproductive
health and rights.46 The religious Right at the UN was opposed to both UN final documents,
which served as grounds for an urgent call by the religious Right to come to a global institution
that seemed to be repeating the ways of the 1960s, dismantling patriarchy and traditional
masculinity.47 After Cairo and Beijing, the religious Right and its allies committed themselves to
an ongoing fight for the rights of the unborn and against sexual rights at the UN. Their platform
consists of the refusal to recognize the right for LGBT people to exist;48 the right to abortion for
any reason, including incest or rape; the right for women to remain unmarried; for contraception
or any form of birth control; and sex education.
The Beijing World Conference of Women in 1995 changed the terms of the debate on
gender at the UN. It went from a discussion of women’s equality on which all sides, progressive
and conservative, could agree, to a discussion of abortion and sexual rights. Abortion, under any
circumstances, was unacceptable to the religious Right, who took to organizing a grassroots
social movement to reclaim the UN from radicals. At Beijing+5 (2000), the religious Right’s
presence expanded. Beijing was the first UN conference where activists of the religious Right
mobilized against SRHR. Butler (2006) points out that until that moment, the religious Right had
been squarely in the middle of the discourse on violence against women and gender parity with
men.49 At Beijing+5, large numbers of religious Right activists attended side events en masse
dressed in religious garb, praying out loud with rosaries, claiming the perimeter of conference
rooms and praying over attendees, and dousing women participants with holy water as they left
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the events.50 Religious Right interference in the UN program was jarring to the women activists
as it had not occurred before Cairo and Beijing. Religious Right NGOs such as Family Research
Council, C-FAM, and the Holy See Office at the UN began focusing on UN gender policy and
advocacy. These NGOs also used conferences to build alliances, claim space at conferences and
meetings, participate in committees, and criticize UN agencies, which they felt were complicit in
a pro-abortion agenda. Religious Right NGOs began codifying their discourse for their
grassroots and other NGOs in publications such as the Pro-Family Negotiating Guide (2001),
written by the Mormon NGO, United Families International.51 In this way, they were able to
solidify their values into the discourse of UN documents.
In 1997, the global religious Right movement was organized through the World Congress
of Families (WCF). Its yearly conference continues to grow, attended by several thousand people
with sessions on the “natural family,” defined as a father and mother in a lifelong marriage with
at least three children, as the only legitimate form of the family unit. WCF positions itself as a
parallel universe to the United Nations, which they claim has been taken over by left-wing sex
radicals, especially the LGBT community. As of 2019, more than seventy member states share
the WCF ideology on social issues. The religious Right challenge the UN as they see it as a oneworld government with an unacceptable liberal worldview.
UN Gender Mechanisms
In 1998, the International Criminal Court (ICC) was established with gender-sensitive
rules of procedure and a hard-won focus on gender-based violence and persecution. In 2000, the
Millennium Development Goals were outlined with eight development goals to alleviate poverty
worldwide by 2015. Two of the eight goals focused on women: Goal 3, to promote gender
equality and empower women; and Goal 5 to improve maternal health. In 2000, the Security
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Council passed Resolution 1325 (SCR1325), which called for the establishment of formal
channels for women’s expert roles in peacebuilding and participation in all peace processes. In
response to persistent pressure from civil society focused on women, peace and security, the
United Nations Security Council adopted resolutions on “Women, Peace and Security.”52 The
resolutions guide work on gender equality and strengthen women’s participation, protection, and
rights across the conflict cycle, from conflict prevention through post-conflict reconstruction.
The most visible and controversial way that SCR1325 has been implemented has been to create
all-female police forces and allow for women-led peacekeeping missions with women in combat
positions.
Dispersing gender issues across various sectors of the UN led to their coordination by the
Division on the Advancement of Women (DAW) in 2010. Some of these issues were
consolidated previously in 2005,53 particularly the “gender entities” at the UN,54 followed by the
creation of a single agency, UN Women, which was first led by former Chilean President
Michelle Bachelet, who is today the High Commissioner for Human Rights. According to its
founding documents, UN Women “is the organization dedicated to gender equality and the
empowerment of women.” One of the features on their website, unwomen.org, is an instrument
referred to as “GenderTerm,” a gender-inclusive lexicon with 650 searchable terms to ensure
gender-inclusive language is a tool to fight gender bias and gender stereotypes.55 However, a
search for “transgender” or “trans gender” yields no results. At CSW 2019, extreme transphobia
was the subject of a major CSW side event. At an event held inside the UN and hosted by the
Holy See, a representative of the Heritage Foundation stated, “Transgender people should not
have human rights because they are not human.”56
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UN Women and other progressive UN agencies face a dilemma. If they publicly support
SRHR and LGBT advocates in the culture war, they stand to lose funding from anti-SRHR/antiLGBT member states. UN Women is gradually increasing support for LGBT human rights as the
call for LGBT human rights protections has become normalized by member states and OHCHR.
The homophobic, transphobic, and misogynistic language used publicly by the religious Right
opened a path for UN Women to address persecution. In response to positive developments, the
religious Right garnered the support of the ultra-conservative states, including the African Union
and Organization of Islamic States (OIC), where LGBT people face criminalization. Nearly half
the world’s states are still discriminating or criminalizing LGBT people.
The first Human Rights Council resolution, which included the need to protect LGBT
people from extrajudicial violence, was supported by the Human Rights Council (HRC) in 2011.
The resolution was followed by the first UN report and official dialogue at the HRC between
member states. Historically, states which have stopped criminalizing LGBT people have a strong
rule of law, a free press, and a stable economic system.57 Two blocs of member states intensely
lobby the UN on the issue of LGBT human rights. With approximately thirty member states
each, the LGBTI Core Group of Member States and the fundamentalist Group of Friends of the
Family submit opposing resolutions at the HRC in support of and condemning LGBT people,
essentially canceling each other out. If it were not for progressive majorities at UN agencies,
such as UNDP (development), UN Women (gender), UNFPA (population), UNAIDS
(HIV/AIDS), and UNICEF (children), SRHR and LGBT human rights would not be prioritized.
The religious Right continues to fight UN agencies that promote LGBT and SRHR. UNFPA lost
all funding from the Trump administration in 2019 after the Global Gag Rule was reinstated.
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According to the NGO committee, an organization risks expulsion from the UN if they
endanger or obstruct employees of UN agencies. However, the religious Right attacks UN
agencies as incompetent and radical during their events at the UN (CSW63). UNICEF is a target
of the religious Right for “usurping the role of parents.”58 At a protest in front of UNICEF
headquarters in 2018, around one hundred people from several religious Right organizations held
up placards accusing UNICEF of sexualizing children. There was no mention of LGBT
protections during the final negotiations of the CSW in 2019. One reason given by the CSW is
that if one particular group is recognized in the agreed-upon conclusions, all vulnerable groups
must be listed. The final document consolidates vulnerable groups into the “matrix of
intersecting oppressions,” but does not list specific groups. The CSW’s leadership has
historically focused on the needs of married women and mothers, claiming neutrality toward
LGBT people. The religious Right dismisses women’s human rights as part of the feminist
agenda. They refer to human rights as “new rights”59 invented by feminists, and a threat to
“traditional” family values.60 In the last few years, the NGO forum in New York has included an
increasing number of side events on LGBT and SRHR human rights, stating off-the-record, that
some events requested by the religious Right were not approved.
The Culture War
A complex system of norms and values of co-existence between states and civil society
are mandated at the UN, but this system is not legally binding. The presence of a persecutory
discourse against women and their reproductive health and rights and sexual and gender
minorities by the religious Right and fundamentalists should at least be seen as out of place. A
divide between two visible sectors of civil society diverts attention from other vital issues.
Confrontational lobbying over the language in concluding documents from UN meetings is
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frequent. The Association of Women in Development counts three recent CSWs without
outcome documents as a result of this conflict.61
There is a contradiction between the culture war at the UN and the UN’s purported
mission of seeking international peace and security through non-violence and dialogue. For
decades, the religious Right have been embedding their moral values, discourse, and strategic
political agendas into the UN system. The UN values of mutual respect, civility, and tolerance
should define and protect free speech and freedom of religion or belief. However, the activities
of the culture war appear to violate the norms of UN Covenants (ICCPR and ICESCR) and the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) against inciting persecution. Furthermore,
conflict and controversy between influential members of civil society impact global trends
through the UN institutional platform. Those the UN serves are now at risk of persecution by
intolerant religious Right actors. Since the UN promotes itself as a welcoming, porous system
valuing gender justice and tolerance, in which any voice can be heard, it appears that the most
contentious voices are at risk of being overrepresented.
The culture war between the religious Right and gender rights activists at the UN impacts
discourses, procedures, and documents. LGBT, SRHR, and sex worker advocates are not part of
the document creation and decision-making of the CSW. Human rights protections are prevented
by the conservative block of member states via the facilitation of the Holy See. Stating off-therecord that they are exasperated by the religious Right’s methods, UN agencies are powerless to
lessen their influence because of these organizations’ ties to member states.62 The UN
administration also may avoid engagement in the resolution of these disputes for fear of
escalation. They contain the conflict by limiting access for civil society, choosing to close the
proceedings of UN meetings such as the CSW. In its desire to avoid direct confrontation, the UN
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seems to be violating its norms by excluding civil society and exacerbating the conflict. The
impact of this dispute is felt globally in the suppression of women’s rights, the ongoing
criminalization of and precariousness for LGBT people, limited access to funding for women’s
sexual and reproductive health, and the diversion of UN humanitarian resources from SRHR and
LGBT concerns.
Many of the NGOs at the UN -- moderate religious, interfaith, peace-oriented, and
gender-based -- until very recently stayed away from supporting LGBT people’s rights because
the rights are too controversial or special. These NGOs also feared being attacked by religious
Right organizations, which are often large corporately backed entities. For an NGO to get on the
wrong side of an Alliance Defending Freedom, Family Research Council, or Focus on the
Family could lead to limited or losing UN access, UN conference rooms becoming out of reach,
and limited participation in UN conferences. These NGOs, while often silent but sympathetic to
the justice focus of LGBT rights, are often unsupportive of abortion rights. LGBT activists have
found their group of allies in the LGBTI Core Group of Member States, which includes the
NGOs Human Rights Watch and OutRight Action International. There are an increasing number
of fora where LGBT activists can advocate at the UN, and many focus on human rights
monitoring and protection, transgender human rights, and the LGBT movement reclaiming the
concept of family.
A core group of religious Right actors report on LGBT/SRHR events and ideas. These
actors are known to LGBT activists, and informal conversations take place outside meetings.
There is a somewhat constructive conversation between LGBT/SRHR activists and the religious
Right but opposing social media postings are often the result. Stefano Gennarini of C-FAM is a
regular attendee at UN LGBT/SRHR events. His widely-read posts focus on legal themes related
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to LGBT and SRHR human rights: “Reproductive health is not a medical term; it is a political
category invented by abortion groups to mask the heinousness of killing babies in the womb.”63
On the appointment of a UN human rights expert on LGBT, he writes: “The appointment
validates suspicion…that the post will not be limited to investigating violence against individuals
who self-identify as (LGBT) but rather be used to promote a broad sexual agenda.”64
Reciprocally, LGBT activists monitor side events throughout the year hosted by the religious
Right. There, events on pseudo-science equating abortion and breast cancer, demographic winter,
and the one-child policy of China to LGBT/SRHR issues are presented yearly. A particularly
unusual side event sponsored by the Holy See was on the role of vaginal mucus in birth control
(2018). It was strange to see celibate priests and the Holy See’s Nuncio (chief UN representative)
sitting in a small conference room at the UN viewing slides of women’s vaginas together with a
large audience. Bestiality and pedophilia are posed as traits of LGBT people by the religious
Right with an ideology that AIDS is self-inflicted. Since marriage has become legal for LGBT
people in the United States, many events present the idea that marriage can only be between a
man and a woman.
Religious Right actors from the United States and the HS have become increasingly
dominant at the UN. They lead a vocal anti-human rights agenda in the area of social and cultural
rights. The HS has stated at side events during the CSW that they are pro-women’s rights,
meaning the right to equality, but anti-women’s human rights. They construe human rights as the
imposition of women’s rights on their pro-life and anti-LGBT agenda. Leading a network of civil
society non-governmental organizations, the HS commands a near majority of fundamentalist
states to implement their policies and values. Each year the power of the HS is felt at
increasingly high-level events. On the International Day of the Family’s Twenty-fifth
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Anniversary event in 2019,65 heads of state from Egypt, Belarus, Qatar, and St. Lucia,
academics, and NGOs held a three-hour program in the ECOSOC Chamber, a formal room
generally not available for NGOs to hold events. At the negotiating table at the CSW, the HS
serves as the key transglobal “member state,” removing references to gender and sexuality, and
sexual violence from documents. On multiple occasions, the HS has redlined all references to
SRHR and LGBT activists, which killed the consensus-based document. When there is an
impasse, and the final document is not approved, UN humanitarian services are negatively
affected, preventing programs from being funded, according to International Women’s Health
Coalition in 2019. Each year a new theme is established for the CSW, but if SRHR,
comprehensive sex education, gender, or sexual orientation are referenced, the HS deletes them
from the document. Some argue that the religious Right’s global mission stems from a
perception of losing the moral battle at home.66 The success of the same sex marriage movement
in the US was the motivation for some in the US religious Right to travel overseas, especially to
Sub-Saharan Africa, where the Anglican Communion provided a platform of more than sixty
million people. Scholars have monitored the rise of the US religious Right’s global influence and
its role in drafting anti-gay bills in Uganda and Rwanda, as well as its proponents, like Scott
Lively, organizing against SRHR/SOGI in Russia.67
Sex workers are seen as another “contentious” group by the UN. They have not been
mentioned in a CSW final document, despite facing extreme levels of violence, and the impact
that HIV/AIDS has had on their lives. They are mis-identified as “prostitutes” with the historical
social stigma, rather than people with agency. They are another vulnerable minority who face
stigmatization at the UN by a powerful abolitionist lobby, the European Women’s Lobby, which
believes there is no such thing as sex work, only prostitution, and sex trafficking. The religious
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Right and radical feminist abolitionists have joined together to criminalize sex workers and
persons who solicit sex. In response, progressive allies attend sex worker advocacy events at the
CSW to provide security. Religious Right actors ask sex workers inappropriate questions; for
example, they were asked if they traffic small children by a child in the audience at CSW61 in
2017. Like LGBT people, sex workers deconstruct the gender binary of fundamentalists.
Members of the religious Right refuse to recognize that the lives of sex workers reflect choice
and agency. Instead of receiving the application of human rights protections typically granted to
a vulnerable population, the lives of sex workers, like LGBT people, are fundamentally
questioned. In 2019, UN Women stated its neutrality toward sex work,68 to the dismay of
abolitionists and the religious Right.
The religious Right attack UN sex education programs, defined as comprehensive sex
education, as a violation of parental rights. Comprehensive sex education (CSE) has been
developed as curricula by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), in collaboration with NGOs focused on women’s sexual and reproductive health
and rights. One global SRHR organization working at the UN states on their website: “We are
unapologetically focused on women and girls who want contraception or abortion, and we build
our programs around their needs and how best to support them.”69 This is the uncompromising
discourse that elicits a strong reaction from the religious Right, as the large multilateral women’s
rights organizations monitor international agreements and provide health services to poor women
across the globe. They fiercely represent their constituents’ interests, as does the religious Right.
Each organization of the religious Right has its specific UN area of concern (role
repertoire, and accountability of specific groups are examined in Chapter 5). According to
Butler,70 the strength of the religious Right at the UN stems from progressive NGOs
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underestimating their capacity after their major successes at Cairo and Beijing. Though the
religious Right is anti-UN and anti-government, it does not prevent them from engaging in
global governance and US politics.71 Forty years ago, religious Right actors such as Phyllis
Schlafly were vocal about portraying the UN as an evil one-world government that would ruin
the USA. Now, religious Right actors are vocal about disliking the UN but continue to work
there, creating alliances that have been named “unholy”72 due to the alliance of the religious
Right with so-called pariah states after 9/11. The religious Right state that the UN is the tool of
their adversaries and voices suspicion of the UN, but they also refuse to exit and cede it to
“radical sexual revolutionaries.”73
There will be consequences for both sides if the UN is seen to be an institution
preoccupied with social issues and controversy over LGBT/SRHR rights and the family. The
religious Right will be written off for its moralizing, and gender advocates will be seen as
seeking special rights. Both sides will suffer reputational consequences, using arguments which
they and their constituents support. This view leaves the other out, for example, the religious
Right protecting the unborn child, but not LGBT people. LGBT people dismiss and at times,
mock the religious Right. There can be more time spent sensationalizing the argument for
fundraising and constituency purposes rather than coming to a mutually agreeable resolution.
Petchesky states that the culture war is a distraction,74 arguing that no one likes to talk about
conflict, and the American public feels stuck in the middle of polarized opinions.
Burlein claims that while social issues can be seen as a distraction, as Petchesky argues,75
the issues of abortion and LGBT people strike at the very center of the religious Right’s notion
of family and the primacy of the father. Burlein claims that it is less about the fetus than the
unseating of masculinity. Petchesky contends that a patriarchal desire for control over women’s
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wombs is what fuels anti-abortion activism. Abortion takes control of the child away from the
father, whose right to life includes his wife’s womb. The religious Right states it must defeat
SRHR on behalf of the fetus. LGBT identity turns away from heterosexual norms and rejects the
patriarchal model. Through the family lens, social issues become private and the domain of home
and family. Burlein and Petchesky both argue that the privatization of social values comes from
the intimate character of the family, where the father will not let the family be controlled by
anything external to it. This realm of intimate rights becomes a political realm not suitable for
state or institutional jurisdiction – only God. The religious Right sees feminism as denigrating
motherhood and weakening the role of fathers in the family.76 Feminists are accused of pulling
women away from traditional roles and exporting feminist ideas overseas. The religious Right is
trying to regain control of institutions and in popular culture where they feel marginalized.77
Organizations of the religious Right at the UN are increasingly designated as hate groups
by the Southern Poverty Law Center, Right Wing Watch, and Political Research Associates,
among others. They are no longer discounted as fringe but are large, corporatized, and influential
organizations. In addition to working at the UN, C-FAM staff are members of the US President’s
group of faith-based advisors. US religious Right leaders mingle with heads of state at the World
Congress of Families. Some of the directors of these groups are Tony Perkins of Family
Research Council, Doug Clark of International Organization of the Family, Penny Nance of
Concerned Women of America, and Michael Farris of Alliance Defending Freedom. All are
active at the UN. For example, ADF is the chair of the Freedom of Religion or Belief Committee
at the UN in NY and Geneva, which seems to have closed its membership to progressive actors
against UN guidelines.
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Denying the right to quality of life for women and LGBT people by the religious Right
suggests that principles of co-existence are not working at the UN. On the one side, there is the
argument for freedom of religion or belief, and on the other, a question on the right to exist. It is
not a symmetrical argument. Neither side can let the other be. Each one wants to convert the
other to its way of thinking. This is why the argument will never end; for there is no path forward
through insult, humiliation, or manipulation. One person cannot not convince another who to be
or what to believe, especially at the UN.
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Chapter 2: The UN Culture War
Soon after the Beijing Conference, on September 23, 1995, the new head of the Mormon
Church, Gordon Hinckley, issued the statement “The Family: Proclamation to the World,” which
read in part, “Further…we warn that the disintegration of the family will bring upon individuals,
communities, and nations the calamities foretold by ancient and modern prophets.”78 The
Mormons, one of the earliest forecasters of doom at the UN, were echoed by the evangelical and
Catholic religious Right. Still, it was a surprise to progressives when the religious Right arrived
at the UN as they were underestimated as being a fringe group.79 The religious Right grew from
being a “loose right coalition”80 into a well-oiled machine with a precise organizational role
under the administration of President Ronald Reagan and the pontificate of Pope John Paul II.
The UN culture war is a battle between good and evil played out in an end of times
scenario. The religious Right fight for the unborn child, and to rid the world of the perversion of
homosexuality in the name of restoring the traditional family. Petchesky locates the roots of this
in the desire for patriarchy perceived as in decline since the 1960s.81 They inhabit a world where
the social fabric has been ripped away, and only by following God’s direction can one be saved.
The religious Right at the UN moves between a condemnatory biblical literalism of
fundamentalism and conservative moderation with an imperative to stop the sexual radicals.82
The religious Right’s relationship to the UN is ambivalent: they need the UN to lobby
sympathetic states, but they disrespect the UN due to its one-world ideology. Dozens of religious
Right organizations have official consultative status at the UN, which grants them the ability to
lobby member states and develop a policy that impacts the UN’s work in the developing world.
Religious Right NGOs hold panels and conferences where they mock the UN while
simultaneously exploiting it to attain the goals of their agenda. They speak out against the
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“radical sexual revolutionaries running the UN,” labeling them gender ideologues. To the
religious Right, whose primary constituents are in the American heartland, UN diplomats are
portrayed as out of touch “elites.”
The LGBT/SRHR movement sees the religious Right as xenophobes and religious
extremists with a drive to wipe out SRHR and LGBT human rights. LGBT and SRHR advocates
threaten the religious Right’s position on tradition, culture, family, and pro-life 83 discourse. The
religious Right blocks LGBT/SRHR language of “diverse forms of family” (FWI), “gender”
(Holy See), and SRHR, sexual, sex, comprehensive sex education, and SOGI. UN documents
referencing these terms end up diluted, deleted, or without agreed-upon conclusions. According
to Austin Ruse, it is a new day at the UN under the Trump Administration. Negotiators now have
the policy to oppose the insertion of “reproductive health” in any UN document.84
The center of the culture war is the definition of the family, which has been discussed by
Petchesky and Burlein as the platform of the religious Right in US domestic and global policy.85
The religious Right speaks the language of family, focusing on the care and guardianship of
children. This discourse is contrary to the SRHR movement, which promotes children’s rights,
particularly protection from damaging traditions, such as child marriage, corporal punishment,
child labor, and abuse in the family. LGBT people are engaging in a movement to reclaim family
from the religious Right seeking to add “various forms of family” to UN documents. At the UN
and in broader society there is a focus on presenting “wholesome” LGBT families with children
as an antidote to portrayals by the religious Right. The legalization of marriage for LGBT people
and same sex adoption has strengthened the acceptance of LGBT families. However, LGBT
people continue to be discriminated against by the religious Right and through religious
exemptions on the grounds that same-sex marriage is destroying the family.
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Ideologies and Methods of the Culture War
The Family
The religious Right claims sole ownership of the idea of family and will not accept
LGBT people as family members. The only family is the “natural” family, which is a lifelong
union of a man and a woman with at least three children. LGBT families are not allowed to have
children. Single parents are begrudgingly accepted by the religious Right, which claims their
children do not fare well.86 The religious Right notion of family accepts the divorced, and single
parents, but states they are not ideal. Even when LGBT people claim to have a Christian family,
they are not accepted, especially if they seek the sacrament of marriage.
Xenophobia
Fear, phobia, and hatred of “the other” shape the realities between the religious Right and
LGBT/SRHR community at the UN. Xenophobia is a trigger for seeing Trojan horses on both
sides. Neither side makes an effort to dialogue with the other, so it is an intractable conflict.
There are voices of intolerance on the religious Right and the LGBT or SRHR communities.
LGBT actors consider the religious Right ignorant and judgmental, the same voices of
intolerance that have dogged the LGBT community from the beginning. They see the religious
Right as perverting religion to hate rather than love, which is the core message of the gospels.
The religious Right define LGBT people as evil and attributes mental illness to them, especially
transgender people who are the center of the current attack. The religious Right argues that there
are only two sexes and genders and believe that people do not have the right to choose their
identity. Most LGBT and SRHR activists avoid religious Right events at the UN, but at the WCF
2019 conference in Verona, Italy, pro-gender activists were forcibly removed by conference
staff, who picked them out as interlopers, for the first time. Prominent WCF spokespeople
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include Father Josiah Trenham, an orthodox priest from Los Angeles who was a keynote speaker
at the WCF in 2017.87
Tell the LGBT tolerance tyrants, this lavender mafia, these homofascists, these rainbow
radicals, that they are not welcome to promote their anti-religious and anti-civilizational
propaganda in your nations.88
In 2009, as the “Kill the Gays” bill was being developed, Pastor Martin Ssempa and
Ugandan MP, David Bahati projected images of two men engaged in sexual fetishism on a
screen in Kampala in front of approximately five hundred people living in poverty to foment fear
and hate about “homosexuals.” He stated that LGBT people are pedophiles using schools to prey
upon their children.89
End Times
The religious Right live in a world with extremes of good and evil. Many acknowledge
that there is cultural relativity regarding tradition, but their positions on abortion, marriage, and
the role of parents are part of an absolute moral code. They view the world as a set of “end time
scenarios” where until the rapture, they must work tirelessly to create the world they believe God
wants. They believe that the LGBT and abortion movements at the UN hold the world in a
chaotic and socially deviant state. Former Congresswoman Michele Bachmann has been named
“Pastor to the United Nations” by Skyline Church of La Mesa, California, which has official UN
NGO status. Jim Garlow, a political Christian, former pastor of Skyline Church and opponent of
same-sex marriage, has led Bible studies for members of Congress in WDC and is opening the
UN office to hold Bible studies with diplomats. Bachmann, however, has stated her opposition to
the UN in the media:
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I don’t know a darker, more deceived place on earth than the UN. Because, as we saw at
the Tower of Babel, that’s probably the last time when we saw all the nations of the earth
come together in a moment of deception. Their goal has been, from the very beginning,
the creation of one world order under the umbrella of the Holy Spirit, a man’s attempt at
one-world that only brings about chaos, confusion, deception, delusion, and pain.90
Unlike the religious Right, most LGBT people do not adhere to eschatological beliefs,
but some fear to lose their right to exist. Despite the devastation of the AIDS epidemic and the
ongoing criminalization and killings of LGBT people, LGBT UN human rights activists focus on
increasing protections and the decriminalization of states.
Clash of Values
Both sides of the culture war condemn the others’ values. The LGBT community accuses
the religious Right of weaponizing religion against them. The religious Right believes that LGBT
people have no moral values and should be denied quality of life. Most LGBT people reject
being ministered to by the religious Right as they seek to change LGBT sexuality through
conversion therapy (FWI). The religious Right claim that LGBT people are promiscuous and
hedonistic. However, when LGBT people sought the sacrament of marriage, this was not
welcomed by moderate churches or ultra-conservative religious. The Episcopal and Methodist
denominations, considered mainstream, have experienced schisms because of the same sex
marriage. ADF states that “opponents of marriage will not stop at removing the foundation of
civilization. They will redesign society at the cost of your religious freedom.”91 The LGBT
community denounce the religious Right as hopelessly intolerant and uneducated. They see their
analysis as unscientific and dangerous. Evidenced by criminalization and seeking the conversion
of LGBT people, the religious Right’s existence to the LGBT community is threatening.
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Recently at the UN, the LGBT community has held public events addressing the religious Right.
The values of both sides are, again, intractable.
Individual vs. Collective Rights
The human rights of the family, not the human rights of the individual, are central to the
religious Right. Christianity is a communal model with a charismatic leader setting the norms.
According to the “natural family,” the individual is less important than the collective. The
individual’s right to human dignity is dependent on an adherence to tradition, making the
collective proud, and not fighting for individual rights. Individual rights are seen as selfish. The
European and American large family is the most desirable model and likened to the African
extended family, to create solidarity with the Global South. The LGBT person is seen as
rejecting the heteronormative therefore rejecting the collective. Allan Carlson, the founder of the
natural family platform, argues that LGBT people and SRHR advocates have destroyed the
“harmony of the individual and the group interest has been lost.”92 LGBT UN advocates seek
individual rights and reject the binary. They too experience the power of the collective since the
LGBT community is the largest and most diverse global minority.
Exclusion 93
LGBT reality has risen out of social exclusion, oppression, and fear of the religious
Right. The religious Right is emboldened by the exclusion of others with whom they disagree.94
A politics of fear and hate fuels and catalyzes the religious Right. “They accept a stock image
that is framed in part by irrational fear.”95 A religious Right theology of exclusion where LGBT
persons are labeled “other” and seen as evil is justified by viewing them as non-conforming and
sinful, despite encounters with LGBT Christians to the contrary. LGBT Christians at the UN
have reached out to the religious Right, but they have not agreed to engage in constructive
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dialogue. Religious Right actors have not agreed to speak with LGBT or SRHR advocates. Some
moderate religious actors like World Council of Churches, Reform Judaism, Quakers, even
Mennonites are quietly supportive of LGBT human rights at the UN cannot speak out on behalf
of LGBT people.
Sexuality
The LGBT community does not believe the religious Right have a sexuality. It’s an
inside joke. The religious Right view sex as procreative, and see LGBT sex as perversion, porn,
contagion, and alien.96 Religious Right ideology rejects gender fluidity. There are only men and
women and their roles are to populate the world with as many children as possible. LGBT
people97 are seen as hypersexual and offensive to God. AIDS is seen as caused by diseased
LGBT people (Burlein, 2002). On their website, C-FAM overlaid a black swastika on a rainbow
flag with the following words: “Sexual Fascists Want to Take Away Your Rights. We are
Beating Them at the UN.”98
Parental control of sex education is critical to the religious Right. They reject
comprehensive sex education and insist that teaching children about sex is the parents’ job. A
frequent accusation is that the purpose of CSE is to teach children how to masturbate. They
impugn the health-related purposes of CSE and engage in fantasies about the sex lives of LGBT
people and promiscuity of the SRHR community. They play into constituents’ fears on how
LGBT and SRHR communities practice pedophilia and bestiality. Their fears fuel their
intolerance and fans their hate catalyzing their base. The religious Right believes that the
sovereignty of their home is violated by the state through CSE. They believe that the state should
not provide sex education and should have no role in educating children about sex. They
interpret the state’s interest in sex education to be a reflection of perversion rather than a public
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health concern. Yet, the religious Right see the state as important for affirming marriage between
a man and a woman, criminalizing LGBT people, and legislating against abortion.
Sovereignty
Sovereignty is the right of the state to protect its borders and determine what takes place
inside them without interference from forces outside. The religious Right claims that the
rejection of CSE, public education, LGBT rights, and abortion fall under the sovereignty of their
homes and states. Sovereignty claims are tied to protecting tradition, culture, and religion.
Human rights are seen as a violation of sovereignty as communal interests outweigh those of the
individual. Petchesky and Burlein point out that the religious Right value privacy and insist on it
to protect the family.99 The religious Right do not see their values reflected in the dominant
culture. The idea of sovereignty protects them from the liberal state, where they feel invisible in
their marginalization from Western popular culture.100 The LGBT and religious Right come and
go to different homes while LGBT youth are thrown out of their homes by the ideology of the
religious Right.
Discourse
The discourse on free speech vs. hate speech is just being addressed by the UN. The
UN’s history of inaction toward the religious Right’s persecutory language indicates that “free
speech” has been prioritized over civility.101 The religious Right coopts language from UN
documents and discourse such as, human dignity, family, and gender. Source material for their
discourse on the family is taken from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR),
where “natural family” is described as the fundamental unit of society. The LGBT and SRHR
movements have claimed core human rights language for decades while the religious Right have
claimed human dignity. The discourse of human rights has been rejected and redefined by the
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religious Right. Using human rights, they claim Christian persecution and frame LGBT
“radicals” as attacking them at the UN. Concepts such as “gender ideology” and “ideological
colonization” were coined by the religious Right to attack LGBT identity and activism.
Proponents of gender ideology platforms situate gender as the enemy of religion because it is the
rejection of the binary; the Catholic theology of complementarity;102 and a redefinition of sexual
values. According to Austin Ruse, gender fluidity will lead to the end of the family, create
confusion, world war, chaos, and the end of the world.103 Ideological colonization is another
anachronistic concept created by the religious Right; however, the true colonizer has been
Christianity. The religious Right claims that LGBT people who engage in global solidarity with
other LGBT communities’ practice cultural imperialism, as if being LGBT enables one to coerce
others. SRHR programs are said to be imposed on women, with NGOs forcing them to abort,
teach CSE or birth control.
Discourse manipulation is used by HazteOir (Make Yourself Heard) through the “Free
Speech Bus.” The campaign insists that there are only girls and boys and that “you cannot
change sex, ever.” In an affront to the transgender community, one of their online photos shows
people in the orange prison jumpsuits associated with ISIS kneeling with pro-transgender
messages on placards, conflating ISIS with transgender people.104 In an era of fake news and
social media, something only needs to be stated to be considered fact. Hate speech can
masquerade as free speech, human rights as oppression, and cultural imperialism as imposed by
the oppressed minority. Words are turned upside down in the culture war. At its most serious,
discourse manipulation sees anti-LGBT and anti-SRHR policies being written into law by the
most powerful religious Right actors: Alliance Defending Freedom and the Holy See. At the
CSW in 2018, the Vatican’s UN representative warned about the power of gendered discourse:
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This process of ideological colonization needs to be called out. The development system
should never be used as a Trojan horse to attack the cultural and religious values of
developing nations. We would never intend to criticize development assistance, but when
it becomes an instrument of imposition and control over poorer people and nations’ ways
of life and value systems, we have to call it out.105
The religious Right convey their moral agenda to their base by asserting that the “elite”
discourse of LGBT human rights and SRHR is out of touch with their lives. Having learned from
popular movements, especially their LGBT and SRHR opponents, religious Right organizations
utilize their grassroots constituencies, and speak in the language of the average person rather
than in “UNspeak.” This creates a financial base they can mobilize through alarmist messaging
by, for example, Austin Ruse. The religious Right experts discuss UN policy on social media and
radio (Ruse’s UN Minute) and the Friday Fax, Sharon Slater’s regular “In the News” email
alerts, documentaries and policy briefs, and the petitions of CitizenGO. Young people are hired
to manage the religious Right social media strategy.106 Family Watch International and Sharon
Slater provide an extended training on UN advocacy focusing on claiming discourse. GoFF
member states and new UN delegates attend the annual retreat in Arizona where they discuss UN
language and train delegates for upcoming CSWs. Slater brings large delegations to the CSW to
educate them on the workings of the UN. The Catholic NGOs “Be Woman” and “Be Human”
bring hundreds of young people and local activists to the UN from Mexico. They present pro-life
side events at the CSW and lobby delegates for pro-life and anti-LGBT positions. ADF has
brought law students from Ireland to the CSW to be educated on the LGBT and abortion
platform for them to return home and argue anti-LGBT and pro-life cases. The religious Right
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organizes young people at the CSW to study the public relations campaigns and literature of
LGBT and SRHR organizations.107
Performativity
Both sides see the international institution (of the UN) as a battleground in the war
between the “Culture of Life” and the “Culture of Death,” as C-FAM declares – or a “battlefield
in wars over culture and sexuality,” according to Human Rights Watch (HRW).108 The religious
Right’s ideology is expressed in a public theology. Declarations are published at the end of
conferences and meetings to affirm the “natural family” platform. In Verona, WCF 2019
reiterated that a pro-life and anti-LGBT stance is central to their theology.109 At the WCF 2017
in Budapest, a jumbotron projected a slide of each speaker with their family as they made their
remarks. Many of them have ten to twelve children, and they discussed each family member in
detail before they began their address. This is the ideal image for the religious Right and served
as background for each speaker throughout the conference. The Cape Town Declaration,110
released in December 2016, was created by the International Organization of the Family (IOF),
the parent organization of the World Congress of Families. The declaration outlines principles to
defend the family against same sex marriage and LGBT people and identifies the natural family
as the only legitimate form of the family, claiming the UDHR as the declaration’s inspiration. 111
Timed to launch on Human Rights Day 2016, the Cape Town Declaration lays out in five
paragraphs the religious Right’s reading of Article 16 of the UDHR:
Spanning the globe, we have no common tongue, culture, or creed. We are divided by
history and geography, by social customs and forms of government. But in the
foundations, we are united. We are of one mind on the bedrock of civil society, on the
basis of that first and primordial community called the family: We affirm the dignity of
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marriage as the conjugal bond of a man and a woman. We embrace it not as the parochial
practice of any sect, or nation, or age, but as the patrimony of all mankind. We defend it
not as a matter of preference or temperament or taste, but as the heart of any just social
order…
Errol Naidoo, Theresa Okafor, and Ann Kioko represent the WCF in Africa. They
reinforce the idea that Western LGBT activists are turning Africans into LGBT persons. As
Nigerian, Kenyan, and South African leaders of the religious Right, they mirror the positions of
their African heads of state who declare that there are no LGBT people in their countries and that
the LGBT “lifestyle” is an effect of colonization.
LGBT human rights activists, in collaboration with OHCHR, create elaborate side events
with member states and LGBT celebrities. Ricky Martin, Alan Cummings, Daniela Mercury,
Omar Shariff Jr., and Yvonne Chaka Chaka have hosted or performed at UN events. This show
of celebrity equals a show of power but can feel out of touch with the issues and reality. The
LGBT human rights community spends substantial time analyzing and observing the religious
Right, fighting to prevent the elimination of LGBT-friendly discourse in UN documents. The
most subtle reference to LGBT rights is fiercely protected.
At CSW side events, flyers, articles, and promotional materials are distributed. On these
performative occasions, the religious Right share dramatic stories of tragedy, hope, and prodigal
returns to make their point. During CSW59 in 2015, religious Right circuit speakers were paid to
intervene at high-level LGBT and SRHR side events. At a high-level LGBT human rights event
in the Dag Hammarskjold Library, a young man raised his hand and asked if all homosexuals
practiced bestiality. His intervention continued until an elder LGBT activist crossed the
auditorium and sat in the seat next to him. Initiating spectacle is a method of the religious Right
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and give UN conferences a carnival-like atmosphere with pens, buttons, diaries, and other
merchandise handed out. The Australian NGO Endeavor Forum has a tradition of handing out
three-inch long rubber fetuses in pink and brown at their events. There can be altercations over
chairs between events, with the saving of seats, handfuls of flyers scooped up and destroyed by
one side or the other. This leads to an inflamed atmosphere during CSW side events where the
civil aspect of civil society disappears. These performances illustrate the passion of the religious
Right in their moral imperative and fear of LGBT/SRHR influence. These performances can be a
show of power which contradict the quiet diplomacy of the UN. The religious Right creates
Janus “redefining” messaging, actions such as protests, hacking telephones, moving buses with
strong anti-LGBT messaging. At an Office of the Holy See event on dialogue and encounter
called “The Other is a Good for Me,” held in an official UN conference room on 10/13/2017, the
discussion featured sociologist Amitai Etzioni on the theme of conversation with “the other.”
The event focused on creating opportunity for dialogue and a “culture of encounter,” seeing
shared goodness and common ground and treating the “other” with respect. On that day, an
LGBT activist made an intervention asking whether LGBT people qualified as the “other” with
whom to be in dialogue. This was asked because the HS had been invited to an interfaith event
with the LGBT community three times, but the HS had not responded. Groans were heard from
participants. Immediately after the intervention, one of the attachés from the HS was observed
trying to remove the activist saying the question had been an “ambush.” At the end of the
meeting, a second attaché went to the activist who was surrounded by a small group of women
and accused them of “not playing fair.”
In contrast, the LGBT and SRHR communities work in conformity with UN protocol to
avoid being labeled outrageous, seen as vulnerable, or seeking special rights. This close
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relationship to the UN can be seen as threatening to the religious Right whose behavior is largely
rejected by the democratic group of states. At the final session of CSW 2017, a transgender
activist from Europe gave an oral statement at the closing plenary about the final document’s
silence on LGBT human rights. This activist was physically rushed by religious Right activists
reacting to their statement. Some put their hands on the activist, which made several LGBT
activists come to their aid and usher them out. The activist later shared how frightened and
violated they felt in what they thought was a safe environment. LGBT human rights activists
observe the norms of the UN and rarely approach a religious Right actor directly. There are
experts in this area who attempt to engage the religious Right in dialogue. UN LGBT activists do
not generally engage in grassroots smear campaigns; the full weight of the religious Right could
come on them if they were to start a provocation. LGBT advocates continue to navigate the UN
“High-Level” road, building international coalitions, supporting struggling international activists,
and consolidating power through formal UN channels.112 Although LGBT may speak privately
about the religious Right being ignorant, anti-Christian, and corrupt, it is not their public
platform at UN events. Yet, the religious Right hold plenaries where LGBT people are referred
to as aberrant, dangerous, promiscuous, and evil homosexuals. A photograph taken at the UN
shows Austin Ruse of C-FAM, where the caption reads: “A major catastrophe is about to happen
at UN Headquarters in Geneva. The sexual revolutionaries are about to defeat the forces of truth
and goodness.”113 In Annex I: Evidence of CV-Fam’s Homophobic and Transphobic Rhetoric,
ORAI outlines thirty-four incidents in statement or action where Ruse espoused “violent, antiLGBTI, and anti-UN/homophobia and transphobia at the UN.”114
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Freedom of Religion
According to the ACLU, “religious freedom is a fundamental American value and a basic
tenet of our Constitution, but it cannot be used as a weapon to harm others.”115 However, in
dignitary harm, people are treated as though they are less equal in moral standing, and in material
harm, people are cut off from services. Both kinds of harm hurt the LGBT and SRHR
communities and are discriminatory.116 These harms should not be permitted under freedom of
religion exemptions. An admission of causing harm by the religious Right can be rationalized by
their claiming to be ostracized and marginalized by the dominant culture. Thus, a dance of
persecutor-persecuted is carried on at the UN, leading to endless victims in a culture of abuse.
LGBT and religious Right activists both claim the role of victim. It is not only physical harm that
matters. It is the psycho-spiritual harm that comes from being demonized under the guise of
freedom of religion. Using religious freedom to discriminate makes religion abhorrent to many
LGBT people. An acceptance of LGBT people is seen as a violation of the religious Right’s
religious freedom. However, it is a matter of who has the power to sway public opinion: LGBT
activists from underfunded organizations or ADF whose anti-LGBT and anti-SRHR propaganda
are backed by a $40,000,000 budget.
Hate Speech vs. Free Speech
Xenophobia, an aversion to knowing the reality of a LGBT person or SRHR advocate
and a framework for objectification, allows the religious Right to fabricate a false reality about
them. Images of LGBT people having sex and aborted fetuses keep the religious Right in a state
of traumatization, which Nussbaum refers to as living in a “politics of fear.”117 In the way that
children escalate their emotions over fantasy or fright, the religious Right have become
transfixed by projections of LGBT people. These fantasies justify fantastic punishments for
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LGBT people, including extrajudicial killings and the death penalty. It is accurate to suggest that
the religious Right was the first to engage in ideological colonization through conversion therapy
and demonizing SRHR and LGBT activists. Weaponizing the language and history of cultural
imperialism, these concepts seek to dismantle the resistances of LGBT human rights and SRHR
advocacy that were hard-won through decades of resistance by women and LGBT people. Rather
than admit the harm, the religious Right continue to mock UN advocates as “radicals” and
“feminists.”
At a C-FAM event that promoted a family and marriage as only between a man and
woman, the Vice-president of C-FAM spoke of a war against the religious Right as “haters” led
by Southern Poverty law Center (SPLC). She stated that everyone who calls their speech on the
family hate speech “works for the Southern Poverty Law Center.”118 While this is not true, the
Center for Constitutional Rights (CRC) brought Scott Lively, one of the drafters of the “Kill the
Gays” bill to international court for the connection between hate speech and persecution leading
to violence.119
Conclusion
When examining the UN culture war, its interests, arguments, discourses, and strategies
as they continue to be embedded in the institutional operations of the UN, it is necessary to
understand their impact on the ground. Kaoma has begun research on the financial and grassroots
impact of the religious Right and its influence on women’s services and LGBT safe houses in
areas where LGBT persons and abortion are criminalized.120 Open Democracy, Political
Research Associates, and the International Women’s Healthcare Coalition (IWHC) research the
funding of the religious Right. Political Research Associates has released data that asserts that
the Family Platform is funded by ten billionaires from the United States.121
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The religious Right lobbies in Geneva to have the Traditional Values of Humankind
resolution affirmed each year during the Human Rights Council. Graeme Reid, the director of the
LGBT Rights Program at Human Rights Watch, argues that the resolution is code for human
rights abuse. It helps keep abortion, sex education, and LGBT rights out of UN discourse and
documents and prevents sexual health policy from being included. One of the main goals is to
keep the phrase “various or diverse forms of the family” from appearing in UN documents.
Various or diverse forms of the family is the language that LGBT groups want to include in UN
documents so single-parent households, adoptive families, LGBT families, and others will be
protected by the UN. Alliance Defending Freedom’s Geneva representative, Giorgio Mazzoli
formerly a legal fellow at the Office of the Holy See, Family Watch International’s Geneva
Representative, Annie Franklin, and Transatlantic Christian Council’s Todd Huizinga do not
agree that various forms of the family exist. They believe in a Christianity in public life with a
free market, limited government, and a conservative values-based economy.
The religious Right use the organizing tool of “co-belligerence” at the UN to bring
unlikely partners together against a common enemy. The concept of co-belligerence is about
joining forces against a common enemy despite religious differences. An example of cobelligerence is the WCF, where multireligious fundamentalists come together to share antigender and anti-feminist strategies. The religious Right also uses the concept of human dignity122
to counter human rights and humiliate LGBT and SRHR communities. Human dignity focuses
on group rights rather than individual protections. Human dignity creates strict prohibitions on
the empowerment of the individual. The religious Right uses the discourse of human dignity to
reinforce collective norms against individuals to “protect the individual from themselves” and
not damage society. It is a contradiction for a foundational UN principle intended to protect to be
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repurposed as a way to isolate and stigmatize others. The religious Right turns UN discourse
upside down with the perception that human rights are a Trojan horse chasing after their
religious freedom. While it is essential to examine activities of both sides on divisive social
issues, the religious Right uses human dignity to shame the LGBT community on behalf of a
more “legitimate” traditional collective. ADF, on their website, argues that there is a
“homosexual agenda” out to destroy Christianity:
What foundation do you want to build the future on? The desires of the individual: A
culture where individual desires trump what is best for society. In this society, marriage is
defined as the emotional union of two or more consenting adults. The well-being of
children and the benefit to society are an afterthought. Disagreement with this view is
seen as a threat - some rights, such as sexual rights, are considered more important than
rights such as religious freedom.123
The anti-LGBT/anti-SRHR discourse of the religious Right is perhaps protected as free
speech at the UN. However, discourse defining a minority as subhuman is one of the UN’s pregenocidal indicators, as noted by Genocide Watch. The indicators which experts use to identify a
pre-genocidal situation are: classification (us and them), symbolization (hate speech),
discrimination (denying, such as marriage to a group), dehumanization (members equated with
animals), polarization (extremists drive the groups apart), and persecution (victims are separated
out).124 Scholars question whether it is better to acknowledge or to ignore the religious Right and
their work. That issue is raised by Nussbaum and Burlein who ask whether it is possible to
emerge from the Trojan horses and have a civil conversation.125 Burlein theorizes that the
religious Right hearken back to a simpler and romanticized time after World War II when society
reflected their values.126 They identify the 1960s as a moment that wiped away their reality and
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replaced the values of home and family with a free love, free sex movement when abortion
became widely available, and LGBT people appeared in force. They see AIDS as retribution for
this “radicalism.” In their work to restore their ideal society, they hold to fundamentalist ideas:
anti-abortion, anti-LGBT, anti-sex education, mandatory marriage, no contraception, celibacy
until marriage, and the prioritization of parents over the state. The religious Right promotes this
as a singular cohesive platform. They have decided what is best and speak with one voice.
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Chapter 3: The United Nations Commission on the Status of Women
The CSW
The epicenter of the UN culture war between gender rights activists and the religious
Right takes place at the Commission on the Status of Women, which is held every year over two
weeks in March. The goal of the meeting is for member states to reach a consensus on an
outcome document by the end of the meeting, which will have a direct impact on women (and
men) globally. The most contested areas of discussion during the negotiations are whether to
include abortion, sexual orientation, and sex education in the document. The CSW is among the
UN mechanisms, meetings, and commissions where resolutions and agreements are adopted by
the body of the conference without a vote.127 Other UN mechanisms that are unable to reach
consensus will take a majority vote, where states that disagree can place a reservation on the
policy. The CSW, one of the most contentious UN meetings because of its focus on women’s
bodily integrity, sexual and reproductive rights, and now LGBT rights, is ratified by consensus.
Because of this, the CSW sometimes fails to produce a final document, which is frustrating to
NGOs and UN agencies. These agencies would like the CSW to have an impact on policy as do
other UN mechanisms.128 Instead, CSW final documents are diluted because of the culture war
and may not produce agreed-upon conclusions. This impacts many social and humanitarian
services, which go unaddressed in countries dependent on CSW outcomes.
In this chapter, the dissertation examines how the CSW is the center of the UN culture
war and how it gives license to behavior not aligned with UN principles and norms of civility. It
examines the actions which take place at CSW side events where those on opposite sides spend
extensive time and valuable resources on oppositional activities to secure their desired outcomes.
The CSW is comprised of a committee of forty-five member states. There is a chair and co-chair
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for the two-week long meeting which has the goal of an agreed-upon final document. There are
two parts to implementation. The first is document creation by women and civil society actors
within the UN who work to create an initial “zero” draft of the final document before the CSW.
The second process consists of negotiations by member states during the CSW meeting. Led by
the ambassadors for gender, women, or human rights (the Third Committee of the General
Assembly), the negotiations always hinge on the same issues: abortion, gender, comprehensive
sex education, the primacy of the family, marriage being only between a man and a woman, and
the role of parenting. With an annual meeting to focus its attention on gender issues, the CSW is
an integral part of UN knowledge production. However, the CSW’s final document can be
thwarted by a single word, whether it is “gender” being unacceptable to the religious Right, the
definition of “family” to SRHR advocates, and “only a man and a woman” for LGBT people.
These words are codes in which a range of values are embedded.
The language of the CSW matters because it can become national policy, international
law, or grounds for a new treaty or norm. For example, in a previous year, civil society delegates
from Nicaragua returned home with the outcome document and used it to lobby for women to
receive drivers’ licenses successfully. The NGO participation at the CSW is a high visibility
platform for civil society. During the CSW, civil society NGOs hold numerous side events open
to the public and attend meetings of the commission. It can be chaotic, with high-level formal
events for VIP diplomats, and side events presenting the same “evidence” against abortion, sex
education, and LGBT people year after year. LGBT groups hold self-affirming events on ending
homophobia, hate speech, and reclaiming the idea of family. Sometimes the negotiations
continue for twenty-four hours without interruption. State delegates can be seen leaving the UN
at 5:30 in the morning hoping to avoid another day of meetings and the expense of being in NYC
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if they are from another member state. Competing caucuses, opposing side events, resolutions,
and counter-resolutions have led some scholars to identify the UN and the CSW as engaged in an
endless culture war.129
Aside from the main proceedings and parallel events held nearby the UN, there are
official state-sponsored side events inside the UN. They cover a myriad of women’s and girls’
rights, from stopping FGM and child marriage to LGBT rights and anti-abortion advocacy
organized by NGOs. Due to the status of the CSW as the “UN’s largest multilateral meeting on
women’s rights and gender justice,”130 each year the religious Right and the SRHR and LGBT
human rights movement bring speakers to present their position on the issues discussed at the
CSW. These can often be firsthand stories of suffering religious persecution relevant to both
sides.
CSW Side Events
The UN depends on the participation of three groups: member states, UN agencies, and
civil society. Civil society is defined as any organization or institution with a mission that aligns
with the UN. Civil society members can be universities, religions, or non-profits, focusing on
any of the themes of concern to the UN. Civil society is to be treated as equal to member states
and UN agencies, but it is not. At the current moment, the space for civil society is diminishing
with negotiations of the commission closed to civil society, when in prior years, they have been
open. Approximately 10,000 women arrive at the UN to attend hundreds of side events tied to
the CSW. Side events are one way that civil society can partner in presenting ideas and data
regarding the theme of the CSW, which changes every year. In 2019, the theme was “Social
protection systems, access to public services and sustainable infrastructure for gender equality
and the empowerment of women and girls.”131 Side events can also be collaborations between
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organizations that want to lobby on behalf of a priority issue. According to the NGO CSW
Committee, which organizes the side events, there were over 500 held in the two-week
conference period of CSW2019. These events often feature dramatic moments and court
controversy. For example, one side event from 2015 had a speaker who identified herself as
being born of rape. She confronted the audience: “Do you wish I was never born? Do you wish I
had been aborted?” The woman was crying, the audience looked uncomfortable, and the
organizer was scanning the room. At another side event in 2019, sponsored by the Holy See and
the Heritage Foundation, Emilie Kao of the Heritage Foundation stated into a microphone:
“Transgender people do not deserve human rights because they are not human.”132 The audience
gasped. An additional event hosted by the Heritage Foundation in 2019 featured a representative
of the abolitionist Women’s Liberation Front. For the first time, the religious Right was
partnering with transgender exclusionary radical feminists (TERFS) at the UN. Sheila Jeffreys, a
TERF, held a CSW side event offsite, which did not indicate a location until half an hour before
the event for security reasons; Jeffreys claimed that transgender activists would bring
violence.133 In contrast, ORAI held an event in 2019 entitled “Transgender and Gender NonConforming People and Access to Public Services: Challenges and Best Practices,” sponsored by
Argentina, Malta, and the European Union. ORAI states this was a significant occasion as it was
the first-time states sponsored an event exclusively devoted to transgender and gender nonconforming peoples’ lives.134
As noted in the previous chapter, the Holy See holds Non-Member Permanent Observer
status at the UN, which allows it to reserve a conference room inside the UN. A variety of side
events were co-led with religious Right NGOs and member states in 2019 including: “Protecting
Femininity and Human Dignity in Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality Policies
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Today,” in partnership with C-FAM; “Gender Equality and Gender Ideology: Protecting Women
and Girls,” in partnership with Heritage Foundation; and “Social Protections for Women, Girls
and All Those With Down Syndrome,” a pro-life platform, in partnership with C-FAM. The
above serve as examples of the UN culture war. There are intensely personal feelings held by the
religious Right, and LGBT and SRHR human rights actors with polarized groupings of member
states reflecting their allegiances (e.g., the LGBTI Core Group and Group of Friends of the
Family). The religious Right and LGBT and SRHR advocates bring grassroots constituencies to
the CSW to provide compelling testimonies. Each side attacks the other for being intolerant and
anti-democratic. Sanders argues that the religious Right sees SRHR activists as “pure evil.” 135
There is no official dialogue between the sides: the religious Right accuse SRHR and LGBT
advocates of seeking “special rights,” and the LGBT and SRHR community attack the religious
Right for being “anti-rights.”136 They accuse one another of each being a Trojan horse, a
metaphor that is used in descriptions of the culture war.137
In 2010, I started attending the CSW where I take part in many events on SRHR, CSE,
and LGBT human rights. I also attend many events sponsored by the religious Right. I am part of
a coalition that has produced parallel events on LGBT human rights and religion. Some titles
include, “Reclaiming Family for LGBT People,” “Creating Dialogue between Christian
Conservatives and SRHR/LGBT Advocates,” and the “Ethics of Reciprocity (Golden Rule).”138
In 2017, the Ethics of Reciprocity Project held a luncheon in the UN dining room to bring
together both sides of the culture war. At this event, LGBT religious leaders from around the
world came to teach and testify about their community and leadership, rather than portray
themselves as victims. The thirteen speakers were from Australia, Brazil, Malawi, South Africa,
Tajikistan, Southeast Asia, South America, Samoa, Uganda, and the United States. The final
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speaker, a charismatic transwoman from Samoa, ended the event with these words: “In the Bible,
slaves are set free with thirty pieces of silver.” She then reached into her pocket, took out a
handful of coins, and threw them upon the carpeted floor before the guests. She said: “So here
they are. Now I am free.”
The religious Right uses UN civil society meetings, which are open to all, to stage
theatrical interventions. At a 2010 CSW side event sponsored by Family Watch International
(FWI), an American physician, Miriam Grossman, presented on the ill effects of sex education
on children.139 She argued that the SRHR community was intentionally sexualizing children,
which was tied to a rise in “homosexuality.” Her speech was followed by Sharon Slater,
President of FWI, who stated that the founders of Planned Parenthood and the Sexuality
Information and Education Council of the United States (SIECUS), Margaret Sanger and Helen
Calderone, both historic figures in public health, were pedophiles. Believing this to be true, an
angry audience reaction especially from international delegates ensued. A speaker who identified
himself as a parliamentarian from Mozambique, argued that the anti-homosexuality bill is a right
of sovereignty and more important than human rights. A physician from Lebanon shouted about
Margaret Sanger and Helen Calderone being pedophiles. The event became fraught with turmoil
with audience members expressing outrage at Planned Parenthood, sex education, and the LGBT
right to exist. In 2016, C-FAM’s Austin Ruse held a side event on gender that mocked people
outside of the binary. Ruse laid out an argument: gender fluidity leads to the end of the family,
the end of the family leads to the destruction of society, and the destruction of society leads to
the end of the world. A group of young women from Stony Brook University on Long Island
stood up and shouted him down for the rest of the event, telling Ruse that he was lying.140 At
another event, a teen girl from the Catholic Mexican student group “Be Woman,” testified at a
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side event about having six abortions. She said she had a rebirth as “pro-life,” having been
healed by Christ. At another meeting, a young conservative activist posed as a lesbian “comingout” at CSW so she could ask questions about what it is like to be LGBT.141
CSW Culture
The UN agency and civil society committees that administer the CSW state that they do
not want controversy. As a result, they do not take steps publicly to address the discord between
LGBT and SRHR advocates and the religious Right, claiming it is an issue of free speech. The
result is a concession to the religious Right and the intimidation of LGBT and SRHR activists.
UN agencies emphasize that they have to appear neutral, but the official NGO organizers of the
CSW, in collaboration with the UN agency, do not always agree. In 2015, for example, the UN’s
tenuous approach to the human rights of sex workers was exacerbated by the CSW’s NGO
committee awarding the Woman of Distinction award to Ruchira Gupta, an anti-sex work
abolitionist from India. She and her organization had been accused of corruption and trafficking
despite her anti-trafficking work. According to a donor from Harvard University, posting online,
Harvard gave her $20,000 to invest in a children’s shelter, but Gupta allegedly moved children
from brothels to factories that have inhumane conditions.142 She has come under scrutiny by
other funders and the UN itself, however, she received the award despite the objection of women
human rights activists and NGOs, including Amnesty International, who circulated a letter that
garnered over 400 signatures. Gupta is part of the anti-sex-work caucus at the UN that does not
distinguish between trafficking, prostitution, and sex work. For them, there is no such thing as
sex work, and no one would want to engage in it if there were. Gupta’s sponsors for the award
were the European Women’s Lobby, an abolitionist women’s section of the European Union.
They support the “Nordic Model”143 which dominates the CSW and claims not to criminalize sex
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workers by stating that those who seek them out are the ones who should be punished. In
response, sex workers have ended their participation at the CSW. Now the abolitionist focus is
on transgender women in collaboration with the religious Right. In 2019, taking a pro-LGBT
position, the official CSW NGO women’s organization featured a photo of actress Laverne Cox,
a transwoman, on their opening press advisory. This led to backlash toward the organizer by
religious Right NGOs, and support from LGBT/SRHR allies. In November 2019, UN Women
made a formal announcement that they are “neutral” toward sex workers,144 upsetting those in
the religious Right allying with the abolitionists.
The CSW has been unable to embrace the SRHR and LGBT cause for the same reason
as UN agencies. They choose to represent the whole, including human rights violators, whether a
member state or NGO, rather than human rights. This rejection is evidenced by continued silence
on LGBT, SRHR, and sex worker rights in the final document of CSW and by awarding the top
CSW award to an abolitionist who believes there is no such thing as sex work. If this is in the
name of unity, neutrality or an attempt at minimizing conflict, it seems to subordinate the justice,
which was at the heart of the founders. To some in the LGBT and SRHR movement, the
consensus model of the CSW designates it a lost cause. LGBT human rights may not be
normalized given the level of discrimination and violence of half the world’s member states.
Abortion is an issue the Holy See and the states that support it say they will always oppose. The
religious Right’s definition of family excludes LGBT families, supports conversion therapy, and
denies LGBT people the right to exist as protected by the UDHR. The religious Right clings to
the symbolic power of the nuclear family. This “traditional” family is defined as existing prior to
SRHR and LGBT people. A new definition could emerge if LGBT-friendly member states are
able to insist on the inclusion of “non-traditional families” and “various forms of families,” in the
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final document of the CSW. Until then, the UN culture war continues to be a tit-for-tat game
where religious Right and SRHR and LGBT actors each receive partial support, a resolution,
maybe a mention. The UN allows the fundamentalist persuasions of member states partnering
with American religious Right actors to influence decisions. If this religious turn at the UN
continues, perhaps we will next see a leader of the religious Right as the Secretary-General.
.

65

Chapter 4: Global LGBT Human Rights Advocacy
The LGBT human rights movement at the UN is growing in influence and size as it
struggles to work during a culture war with the religious Right. The body of member states are
equally divided in their support of LGBT and the religious Right. Therefore, it is possible that we
are in the midst of a never-ending culture war. For Pride month in 2016, Ambassador Samantha
Powers brought seventeen senior UN diplomats to the Stonewall Inn for a meeting with the
elders of the Stonewall movement in the aftermath of the massacre at the Pulse nightclub in
Orlando, Florida. This meeting demonstrated unprecedented support for the LGBT community
by a US Ambassador. Ambassadors whose countries are members of the LGBTI Core Group of
thirty member states,145 with Human Rights Watch (HRW) and OutRight Action International
(ORAI), were shown in the news media with Tree Sequoia, the long-time activist and owner of
the Stonewall Inn, where the famous drag queen uprising occurred in 1969. The visit was
arranged by ORAI, a prominent LGBT NGO at the UN. At the event, Powers said:
We couldn’t think of a more symbolic place to come to, a few days after the monstrous
attacks in Orlando, because what you describe back in 1969 was people who didn’t feel
safe, weren’t safe loving who they loved and being who they were, and viewing
Stonewall as a refuge. And when you think about what happened at the Pulse in Orlando,
these were people who felt completely safe…People were feeling safe; they were feeling
secure, and then that sense of security was completely shattered.146
This chapter describes LGBT human rights advocacy at the UN, where LGBT activists
have used diplomatic channels to seek human rights. In this chapter, I examine the LGBT
movement at the UN and its methods for developing the power and influence necessary to
oppose the religious Right. NGOs such as ORAI at the UN in New York, the International
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Lesbian and Gay (ILGA) based in Geneva, and Arc International from Canada are leading
advocates of LGBT human rights. There are other allies such as Human Rights Watch and
Amnesty International, but ORAI, ILGA, and Arc International are the principal LGBT human
rights actors at the UN. The timeline for the LGBT movement at the UN begins with the 1994
Cairo Conference on Population and Development, where abortion and sexual rights were in the
platform for the first time at a UN conference. The Beijing Conference mentioned lesbians in
1995, and in 2003 the first Human Rights Council resolution referencing LGBT people appeared
in a resolution on extrajudicial killings. Then an informal General Assembly statement
supporting sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI) was released in 2008, and in 2010 the
office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights created the Free and Equal Campaign. In
2011, the remaining nine resolutions leading to the present were confirmed by the Human Rights
Council. There are also numerous side events at the UN on SOGI.
These positive actions on behalf of LGBT people took place despite a strong presence at
the UN by the religious Right, who have sought to rid the UN of LGBT human rights protections
and advocacy for women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights since before the Cairo
conference. Seen as radical rights or special rights, the LGBT pursuit of human rights has been
labeled illegitimate by fundamentalist and conservative member states who state that LGBT
human rights are not written in the foundational documents of the UN such as the charter,
covenants, or the UDHR. It is in this context of political, social and cultural marginalization that
LGBT UN activists have organized. At the world’s center of tolerance, peace, and civility,
LGBT persons are rejected by a fundamentalist movement that wishes they would not exist.
Conversion therapy, transgender non-existence, mandatory marriage between a man and a
woman, and lobbying against sex education illustrate some of the methods used by the religious
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Right to deny the LGBT right to life. At the institution of the Independent Expert on SOGI in
2016, the Russian delegate stated: “The post does not exist as far as we are concerned.” The OIC
stated that none of its members (fifty-seven states) would “interact” with the OHCHR mandated
position.147
The LGBT Movement at the UN
After Cairo (1994), a watershed moment for gender, the religious Right launched its
movement, issuing a call for like-minded organizations to lobby the UN. For the first time,
Women and LGBT activists had been included in the final document of the conference, and the
word “gender” was used for the first time. One of the earliest anti-abortion activists, Peter Smith
of the Society for the Protection of the Unborn Child, said that Cairo was the clarion call for the
religious Right at the UN. Cairo was followed a year later by the Beijing Conference and
Platform for Action (1995), where human rights were declared essential to a UN platform on
gender equality. Lesbian rights were discussed for the first time at the parallel NGO conference
in Beijing, but in the end, were not included in the platform. According to Jennifer Butler, 148
these early days of seeking gender rights at the UN were celebratory for the women’s human
rights movement, embodying the sexual liberation of the 1970s and witnessing the UN
mainstreaming of the rights of women and the concept of gender. Charlotte Bunch, a lesbian
activist, was one of the speakers at the UN Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in 1993,
garnering support for the Cairo and Beijing Conferences. She spoke from the intersectional
identities of lesbian, feminist, academic, and activist, which allowed her to be a principal
architect of the international women’s rights movement. However, Butler critiques the UN
women’s and progressive religious movement, saying their level of success led them to
underestimate the potential of the religious Right.149
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The LGBT movement at the UN is said to have begun in 1994 when a Tasmanian
activist, Nicholas Toonen, won his complaint before the Human Rights Committee to abolish
sodomy Laws in Australia concerning his right to privacy as promised by the UN’s International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. LGBT rights were further advanced during the Beijing
Conference in 1995 when an African lesbian activist, Beverley Palesa Ditsie, addressed the UN
conference calling for the inclusion of lesbian rights for the first time.150 In 2003, Brazil
introduced a resolution on ending discrimination toward LGBT people, and other resolutions
followed. In 2008, the International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission (IGLHRC)
reported:
Only a handful of LGBT groups have received the (UN) status. In recent years, some
states have treated LGBT groups’ applications with intense hostility. With the exception
of COC Netherlands, ECOSOC has only granted such groups consultative status after
first overturning negative recommendations from its NGO Committee. ECOSOC
approved the Danish National Association for Gay and Lesbians (LBL), the European
Region of the International Lesbian and Gay Association (ILGA-Europe), and the
Lesbian and Gay Federation in Germany (LSVD) in December 2006. The Gay and
Lesbian Coalition of Québec (CGQL) and the Swedish Federation for Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual and Transgender Rights (RFSL) gained consultative status in July 2007. COC
Netherlands and the Spanish Federation of LGBT Groups (FEGLT) were granted the
status in July 2008. The US-based International Wages Due Lesbians and Australianbased Coalition of Activist Lesbians have had consultative status at the UN for more than
a decade.151
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Despite the increased recognition, the UN remained officially silent on LGBT human
rights until the 2008 General Assembly statement was written in the shadow of the Ugandan
“Kill the Gays” bill, followed by the 2010 OHCHR “Free and Equal” campaign, and the first
SOGI Human Rights Council resolution in 2011. LGBT human rights movements continued to
be mainstreamed. There are now ten SOGI resolutions, three passed by the HRC, and seven
passed by the GA. In 2015, the first joint report on LGBT rights was published by five UN
agencies (UNFPA, UNDP, UN Women, UNAIDS, OHCHR).152 There have been several
Security Council Arria Formulas 153 and an expanding number of side and special events. By
2019, the global LGBT rights platform was firmly embedded in the UN with events such as
“When Saving Lives is a Crime: How Governments Criminalize Life-Saving Services for
Women and LGBTIQ Persons and Harass Their Providers” (CSW63 2019).
Competing Human Rights Council resolutions between LGBT actors and the religious
Right are affirmed in a tit-for-tat game so the HRC can appear neutral, a balance of power
maintained, and each side gets their issue recognized. Led by Russia and other like-minded
states, the religious Right regularly puts forward the resolution, “Human Rights and Traditional
Values of Humankind” (2009–2013), which is code for anti-LGBT policy being permissible
under traditional values. Reservations by state parties such as the EU raise concerns when
traditional values are tied to LGBT people. Traditions “have led to the marginalization – and
sometimes silencing - of numerous individual and groups of persons throughout history”
(A/HRC/22/71). Three SOGI Human Rights Council resolutions (2011, 2014, 2016) address
protection against violence and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity.
The first HRC resolution to include LGBT human rights was A/RES/57/214 (2003) on
extrajudicial executions. An excerpt reads: “…calls upon governments concerned to investigate
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promptly…all cases of killings committed in the name of passion or the name of honor, all
killings committed for any discriminatory reason, including sexual orientation.”154 The first
informal joint statement by member states, with sixty-six signatories, was presented at the
General Assembly in 2008 (GA,12/8/2008) and stated that human rights extend to all LGBT
people. This statement was just before the Ugandan “Kill the Gays” bill and was announced,
ironically, while Uganda was the chair of the Security Council (2008). In a vote in the General
Assembly on December 18, 2008, condemning extrajudicial killings based on sexual orientation,
Uganda moved to delete LGBT people from extrajudicial killings but was voted down seventyeight to sixty.155 The member states which supported the statement on LGBT human rights were:
Albania, Andorra, Argentina, Armenia, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Bolivia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Brazil, Bulgaria, Canada, Cape Verde, Central African Republic, Chile,
Colombia, Croatia, Cuba, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Ecuador, Estonia, Finland,
France, Gabon, Georgia, Germany, Greece, Guinea-Bissau, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland,
Israel, Italy, Japan, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Mauritius,
Mexico, Montenegro, Nepal, Netherlands, New Zealand, Nicaragua, Norway, Paraguay,
Poland, Portugal, Romania, San Marino, Sao Tome and Principe, Serbia, Slovakia,
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia,
Timor-Leste, United Kingdom, Uruguay, and Venezuela.
A second statement countered the original pro-LGBT statement called “Response to
SOGI Human Rights Statement,” which was introduced by Syria on December 18, 2008, and
received fifty-seven signatures from member states. The member states objecting to the
statement were:
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Afghanistan, Algeria, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Benin, Brunei Darussalam, Cameroon, Chad,
Comoros, Cote D’Ivoire, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea,
Ethiopia, Fiji, Gambia, Guinea, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kazakhstan, Kenya, Kuwait,
Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon, Libyan Arab Jamahiriya, Malawi, Malaysia, Maldives, Mali, Mauritania,
Morocco, Niger, Nigeria, Oman, Pakistan, Qatar, Rwanda, Saudi Arabia, Senegal, Sierra Leone,
St. Lucia, Solomon Islands, Somalia, Sudan, Swaziland, Syria, Tajikistan, Togo, Tunisia,
Turkmenistan, Uganda, United Arab Emirates, United Republic of Tanzania, Uzbekistan,
Yemen, and Zimbabwe.156
The Ugandan bill calling for the death penalty for LGBT people was a catalyst for a
unifying human rights response from the UN, even the Holy See:
As stated during the debate of the General Assembly…the Holy See continues to oppose
all grave violations of human rights against homosexual persons, such as the use of the
death penalty, torture, and other cruel, inhuman and degrading punishment…the murder
and abuse of homosexual persons are to be confronted on all levels, especially when such
violence is perpetrated by the State. While the Holy See’s position on the concepts of
sexual orientation and gender identity remains well known, we continue to call on all
States and individuals to respect the rights of all persons and to work to promote their
inherent dignity and worth.157
The Ugandan bill is a case of the UN not interceding when there was a clear violation of
universal norms and international law. The chair of the Security Council, Uganda, was proposing
national legislation that would kill a minority population of citizens of their own country, a place
with a history of ethnically based genocide and dictatorship. Parliamentarian David Bahati, who
proposed the bill, was asked whether he thought it violated human rights. His response was, “In
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Uganda there are no human rights.”158 The origin of the bill can be traced to a conference held by
Ugandan evangelist Stephen Langa, a mentee of Richard Cohen, the California conversion
therapy guru, in Kampala in March 2009. The conference was led by three American religious
actors: Caleb Brundidge, a former gay man, Don Schmierer of Exodus International (a
conversion therapy organization), and Scott Lively, author and missionary. All promoted that
“homosexuality” could be cured. Sharlet asserts that Bahati had been a member of The Family,
an elite group of religious Right political actors based in the USA.159 One month after the
conference, the bill was introduced by Bahati as a Private Members Bill. Bahati is a graduate of
The Leadership Institute, a socially conservative political think tank in Virginia. He views
Ugandan LGBT people as aberrant, pedophilic, predatory, and influenced by western LGBT
activists. In public, he states the conviction that gay men are “coming for your children” and
must be stopped.160 Together with a group of religious speakers in Kampala, Bahati announced
that they would rid Uganda of all homosexuals.
LGBT Human Rights
Human rights violations stemming from the criminalization of LGBT people exist in
fifty-nine countries, eleven of which assign the death penalty for LGBT people as a matter of
national policy. The death penalty is officially enforced in Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia,
Yemen, Nigeria, Sudan, and Somalia. Elsewhere extrajudicial killings occur without government
intervention or consequences for the perpetrators. Although many cases go undocumented,
documented killings include three hangings in Iran, more than ninety beheadings in Saudi
Arabia, raping, killing or being thrown from buildings in Iraq (ISIS), stoning to death in Somalia,
more than twenty-three killings in Sudan, and four murders in Yemen in 2015.161 The office of
the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and the last two High Commissioners have
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prioritized the protection of LGBT people. Developing campaigns, supporting resolutions, and
appointing an Independent Expert on Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity (SOGI), the global
LGBT movement collaborates with OHCHR to further the global LGBT human rights agenda.
ORAI brings celebrities to the UN with OHCHR in a show of power. Daniela Mercury, Chaka
Khan, Alan Cummings, and Ricky Martin have hosted and performed at ORAI-sponsored
OHCHR events. Showing the high level of influence LGBT human rights have gained, ORAI
held the first LGBT event at the Security Council on ISIS and violence against the LGBT
community in Iraq post US invasion, in 2015. Not all advocates agree that this support matters.
Scott Long, a longtime LGBT activist and early LGBT program director at Amnesty
International, wrote, “At best the meeting will be useless. It’ll lead to that indolent repletion
where people feel they’ve acted when they’ve actually done nothing. At worst, it’s going to
cause more killing.”162
LGBT Organizations at the UN
Fetner has raised the concern that LGBT NGOs have lost their connection to the
grassroots and instead prioritize fundraising while modeling management after the corporate
sector.163 The emphasis on using celebrities to attract funds, and the showcasing of grassroots
activists from the Global South, who are not only charismatic but brave actors who fight for
LGBT human rights in their country, has been a focus. Charges of elitism and privilege are used
against a corporatized LGBT community by the religious Right to discredit and stereotype
LGBT actors as self-interested and narcissistic. There is also a critique by Global South LGBT
activists when a human rights defender is brought to the US by a large LGBT human rights
organization. After their country of origin is replaced by another human rights offender, the
NGO can abandon these activists. There are at least three cases in which the activist was left
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without economic resources in the United States. The first activist eventually became a barista in
Baltimore, the second activist voluntarily sought shelter in a monastery, and the third activist was
finally granted asylum after years in the Boston area. In the interim, in order to survive, activists
were reduced to asking friends for funds.
There are now hundreds of global LGBT NGOs, including some that are corporate-sized
and well-funded by personal contributions and state governments: ORAI (USA), International
Lesbian, Gay, Trans and Intersex Association (ILGA, global, based in Geneva), Pan Africa
ILGA, COC Netherlands (Netherlands), RFSL (Sweden), and Arc International (Canada) which
focus on the UN in New York and the Human Rights Council in Geneva. There are LGBT NGOs
from Central and South America working at the Organization of American States (OAS) and
other regional UN offices. There are local and regional NGOs based in Africa and Asia. ORAI’s
network of grassroots human rights defenders, lobby at the UN throughout the year, including at
the UN General Assembly (UNGA). European NGOs and Arc International lobby the Human
Rights Council in Geneva. Around Human Rights Day (December 10), ORAI holds a week-long
Institute for human rights defenders, and a collective of LGBT NGOs hold official side events
with member states during UN conferences.
The objective of ORAI and ILGA in New York, and Arc International in Geneva is the
mainstreaming of LGBT human rights. They lead aggressively, where in the past work had to be
done carefully behind closed doors within the gender rights platform, especially at the
Commission on the Status of Women. Now, SRHR and LGBT advocates are creating a new
discourse at the UN to counter the religious Right and promote a language of inclusion such as
diverse forms of family, various forms of the family, gender, gender identity, transgender, sexual
orientation, gender identity and expression and sex characteristics, intersex, sexual and
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reproductive health and rights, bodily autonomy, feminist, sex worker advocacy, and same sex
marriage. This language is developing a UN discourse around SOGI. Arc International
developed a guide to the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) for activists to acquaint them with
the mechanism of the Human Rights Council, where member states’ human rights violations are
monitored and assessed. During the UPR, the human rights record of a member state is reviewed
(this takes place every four years). This guide can help LGBT activists understand the way that
the UPR is a tool for activists to address homophobia, discrimination, and violence in their home
contexts and hold their governments accountable.
ILGA’s global LGBT association has hundreds of organizational members. Their world
map monitors levels of criminalization by member states and is a resource for tracking the
development of LGBT rights. ILGA sought UN consultative status but was denied it in 2001 and
2006 over the presence of a pedophilia promoting organization, NAMBLA,164 being among its
members. It received official consultative status in 2011 by the Economic, Social, and Cultural
Council (ECOSOC), the main body dealing with social issues at the UN. There are
approximately 5,000 NGOs that have this status at the UN.165 Today, ILGA is a leading
negotiator in Geneva, working at the HRC, with activists, and organizing global conferences.
Activists from the Global South recently voiced disappointment at ILGA as a white cisgender
gay male was elected its new executive director in 2018.
LGBT Human Rights Advocacy
The Yogyakarta Principles
In 2006, The Yogyakarta Principles (YP),166 modeled after UDHR articles, international
human rights law, and sexual orientation and gender identity was published as the first global
document on LGBT human rights. YP adapts the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to
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address discrimination faced by the LGBT community. Drafted by a group of global civil society
experts, such as Vitit Muntarbhorn, who would become the first Independent Expert at OHCHR
on SOGI, the YP mirrors line by line the twenty-nine articles of the UDHR. The YP was
reviewed and expanded five and ten years after publication, with new reports issued in 2011 and
2016.
In 2006, in response to well-documented patterns of abuse, a distinguished group of
human rights experts met…to outline a set of international principles relating to sexual
orientation and gender identity. The result was the Yogyakarta Principles: a universal guide to
human rights which affirm binding international legal standards with which all states must
comply.167
The LGBTI Core Group of Member States
In 2008, a cross-regional group of member states supporting LGBT human rights was
formed at the UN as the LGBT Core Group of Member States (recently renamed the LGBTI
Group to include intersex people). The LGBTI Core Group also includes ORAI and Human
Rights Watch as representatives of civil society. They hold a minimum of two high-level proLGBTI events at the UN each year, on December 10th, Human Rights Day, and May 17th,
International Day Against Homophobia and Transphobia. Chaired by Argentina and the
Netherlands, the group focuses on human rights protections and allies with LGBT actors at the
UN. It includes Albania, Australia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Croatia, El Salvador,
France, Germany, Israel, Italy, Japan, Montenegro, Mexico, New Zealand, Norway, Spain, the
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, the United States of America, Uruguay,
and the European Union; as well as the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.
The objective of the LGBTI Core Group is to raise awareness about LGBTI issues; contribute to

77

multilateral work and negotiations at the United Nations; seek common ground; engage in a
spirit of open, respectful, and constructive dialogue and increase cooperation with UN member
states and other stakeholders outside the Core Group.
The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
In 2010, “Free and Equal,” a global public information campaign was launched by the
OHCHR to address homophobic and transphobic discrimination in the member states of the UN.
Videos and written materials continue to be produced shared on social media to appeal to a
diverse cultural audience, to educate people, and to reduce the stigma against LGBT persons.
The OHCHR is also the UN office that receives specific complaints of violence and
discrimination against LGBT people from all member states, many of which are examined
during the Universal Periodic Review. In 2016, the confirmation of an Independent Expert in the
area of SOGI was announced. The expert, who is a member of OHCHR’s Special Rapporteur
network, is one of forty-four volunteer experts, each working in one of the thematic areas
mandated by the High Commissioner for Human Rights. This open system receives applications
and candidates are appointed by the HRC. The second Independent Expert on SOGI was
appointed in 2017.
Equal Rights Coalition
Another coalition on global LGBTI human rights launched in 2016 is the
intergovernmental Equal Rights Coalition (ERC). The ERC is a coalition of forty states from the
European Union and Canada dedicated to the protection of the human rights of LGBTI persons.
Member states partner with civil society and UN agencies, with groups focused on international
and regional diplomacy, LGBTI inclusion, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, and
the coordination of donor funding. The ERC was created to offer a progressive response by states
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to help achieve LGBTI human rights. It was launched at the Montevideo LGBTI conference in
July 2016, with thirty founding member states. Initially, the ERC was founded for state
membership, but LGBTI civil society has been lobbying for participation and influence.
Although this coalition falls outside the UN, the fact that it consists only of states as members
makes it relevant to, even an extension of the work at the UN. After the launch in Montevideo,
civil society has been organizing meetings and conferences. The founding principles of the
ERC168 were signed by all members in Montevideo. They recalled the UDHR; affirmed that
international human rights law applies to LGBTI persons; expressed their states’ deep concern
about violence against LGBTI people; welcomed positive steps to address violence and
discrimination against LGBTI persons; stressed the importance of collaboration with LGBT
stakeholders; and recognized existing mechanisms between civil society and regions. The ERC
member states committed to five concrete practices:
strengthening cooperation, supporting inclusive development for all regardless of
SOGIESC;169 establishing a coalition to share information working with relevant
stakeholders; building bridges and common ground, and engaging in a spirit of open,
respectful and constructive dialogue; and consulting with civil society to assure a shared
principle of “Do No Harm” in order to not further marginalize LGBTI people in
vulnerable contexts.
The ERC mission concludes: “Working together towards a world where all persons, born
free and equal in dignity and rights, will be able to fulfill their precious birthright.” In 2018, its
first public year, the ERC promoted building knowledge (on global trends, gaps, and best
practices in terms of advancing LGBTI human rights and inclusive development); building
networks (across states, development cooperation agencies, CSOs, international organizations,
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and other stakeholders); and building norms that help to further advance LGBTI inclusive
development through diplomacy and development coordination.
Despite exclusivity, the ERC is the strongest and latest addition to LGBTI protections. As
a coalition, the member states are doing more than signing on to support LGBTI human rights;
they are signing on to all that means: acceptance of a non-binary world; transgender rights;
intersex rights; same sex marriage; fighting against the religious Right’s gender ideology;
debunking the myth of a LGBTI/SRHR gender ideology; supporting the diverse and various
forms of the family; same sex marriage and a host of other issues. They also agree to engage the
religious Right and their member state allies in a balance of power at the UN, to address the
condemnation of the LGBTI community by the religious Right, supporting the self-determination
of the LGBTI community, and complete decriminalization.
LGBT Identity
At the beginning of LGBT human rights advocacy at the UN, there began a discussion
around the official use of acronyms LGBT and SOGI. The phrase “sexual orientation and gender
identity (SOGI)” was supported by western LGBT NGOs such as ARC International, and longtime UN LGBT consultants. This issue was raised in response to Western LGBT activists being
confronted by those from the Global South who said that the LGBT acronym was too “Western”
and did not reflect their experience. After extended debate behind the scenes, the more globally
inclusive and putatively neutral language of sexual orientation and gender identity was chosen
for advocacy at the UN. This decision replaced the terminology of LGBT, the acronym that
included lesbian experience into gay identity. Gay being the preferred name since the Stonewall
era and claiming goodness for the “homosexual” community.
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The LGBTQ initialism is not just a random collection of letters that represent identities;
rather, these letters are history embodied. They tell the story of the modern LGBTQ
Rights Movement, reminding us that our victories have been a long time coming, and have
not been easily won.170
In a Janus-type problem, Western LGBT activists, a persecuted minority, were being
accused of cultural imperialism. LGBT activists from the Global South and the religious Right
both argued that Western LGBT activists were imposing their ideology and -- to the religious
Right -- their same-sex behavior on the world. What began as a revolutionary identity was
redefined as hegemonic, colonial, and imperialistic. The particularity of gender and identity,
which has long been the liberating ground of LGBT theory, was attacked as ideological
colonization. LGBT was two generations away from the medicalized and stigmatized label of
“homosexual,” which originated in 1869.171 SOGI, the official UN framework or thematic area,
was to replace LGBT. SOGI morphed in SOGIE (sexual orientation, gender identity, and
expression) and became SOGIESC (sexual orientation, gender identity, expression and sex
characteristics) to include intersex people.
The UN can be viewed as the “Master’s House”172 trickling down elitism to UN LGBT
activists who engage in their high-level spaces. These levels are inaccessible to most activists
unless an organization with consultative status provides a UN visitor pass. Leading LGBT
organizations do not have transgender or intersex leadership at the UN, except when grassroots
human rights defenders address living in extremely difficult contexts. Even though these actors
are underrepresented, LGBT NGOs are still effective as SOGI has now been embedded in the
UN. However, a more sustainable theory of change for work on SOGI human rights at the UN
would be to grow the movement by connecting to the heart of the community rather than seeking
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to be privileged. If the focus shifted to sharing power, rather than holding to it like LGBT human
rights is a brand, the movement could be seen as the success, instead of one particular
organization. At the early stage, LGBT coalitions had to be closed for security reasons, but now
there are public meetings, parties, conferences, and media events. A critique of the movement
and its UN advocacy would note a mimicry of privilege. Transgender and intersex leaders
complain about not being in leadership roles at the UN. Identifying transgender leadership rather
than focusing on people as victims has been raised by activists of color. Transgender rights are
critical for UN advocates to support as both governments and the religious Right persecute
transgender and intersex people.
The many issues that confront the LGBT community at the UN are linked to the presence
of the religious Right. The LGBT community’s “right to exist” stands squarely at the center of
the sexual and reproductive health and rights debate on abortion, contraception, surrogacy, and
comprehensive sex education. It is a debate about the right to life vs. the right to be alive. LGBT
advocacy groups and the religious Right at the UN both appropriate and re-appropriate one
another’s concepts and terms, similar to Janus words, which are turned into their opposite
meanings. For example, the religious Right argues “human rights” to mean oppression of their
values. They claim “right to life” as embodied by Article 16 of the UDHR to buttress their
position against abortion. Their use of the word “family” goes beyond the definition of a mother
and father with children. “The Family” refers to the name of a secret organization of high-level
fundamentalist political leaders who operate out of a Washington, DC townhouse, which
continues to gain power and influence since the 1940s.173 Sharlet argues The Family began
organizing congressmen for Jesus, “Jesus +1,” and referring to them as the “new chosen.” The
Family created the National Prayer Breakfast, held annually in Washington, DC. At the 1985
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National Prayer Breakfast, President Ronald Reagan said, referring to The Family, “I wish I
could say more about it, but it’s working precisely because it’s private.”174 The Family reflects
specific moral principles – anti-LGBT and anti-SRHR – which are spread across the globe
embodied in the larger corporate religious Right NGOs and networks.
Human rights are seen as aspirational to the LGBT movement. The “right to life” refers
to the “right to be alive” as LGBT people. “Family” is a term used to oppress, similar to the way
“human rights”’ is viewed by the religious Right. Like Janus, the religious Right and LGBT
communities turn their faces away from one another and look in opposite directions. What is still
needed is UN assessment of concrete outcomes on the ground for LGBT people, especially in
regions where LGBT existence is criminalized, to evaluate whether the Western corporatized
activism is improving the quality of life of grassroots activists or merely making claims in the
UN’s high-profile arena. The question remains as to whether the form of activism promoted by
the West is welcomed by activists in the Global South. What is the relationship between
Western, white, and well-financed LGBT activists and the activists from the Global South?
Money Talks, so businesses can play a role when they are willing to speak out publicly or
through their government contacts. The UN has recently released the Standards of
Conduct for businesses and one of the principles is that businesses should promote the
rights of LGBTI people in the places where they do business.175
The LGBT community has been actively working at the UN as an organized and
corporate coalition for sixteen years. During this time, LGBT organizations in New York and
Geneva have made significant strides at the Human Rights Council, from including LGBT
people in a resolution on extra-judicial killings, to a Security Council session, and the
appointment of a human rights expert working on their behalf.
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I think if we look at what’s happening at the UN, we’ve seen rapid progress in terms of
the appointment of an independent expert on protection against violence and
discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity - that has been a
significant milestone…If we look at the process that led to that appointment, we also see
a shift in attitudes around the world. In all regions, there has been an increase of support
for the various resolutions from his appointment. And even though the appointment was
subject to extreme opposition, it nevertheless went ahead.176
The corporatization of the LGBT movement, while seeming to leave the grassroots out,
creates protections that impact LGBT citizens across the globe.177 Some of the smaller LGBT
NGOs may feel that the corporate movement moves too slowly focusing on strategic UN
resolutions and side events, as well as on a philosophical, norm changing, and values-focused
discourse such as the Yogyakarta Principles. During the annual CSW, the interests of LGBT
people are represented by those who have access. This gatekeeping process is not always
appreciated, as the interests of the Global South and the smaller LGBT NGOs are not included in
strategy or negotiations. The leaders continue to be white European or Euro American activists
mostly affiliated with the larger LGBT/SRHR NGOs which can afford sophisticated lobbyists.
Barriers between the LGBT and SRHR communities have been replaced by each using their
levers for change while sharing UN mechanisms that are of importance to both. There is
homogeneity in the LGBT human rights movement stemming from decades of solidarity and
inclusivity among groups. Having the site of resistance and liberation be the UN is part of the
LGBT movement’s continuum to be protected across the social spectrum.
Being part of a broad-based human rights organization is also politically appropriate
because it means LGBT issues are not addressed in isolation. Given that the main
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challenge to LGBT rights at the international level, as we see in the disputes at the UN, is
whether LGBT rights are human rights at all, this is key.178
ORAI releases reports to the UN on LGBT and SRHR issues which are not being
addressed officially. They are meant to “shadow” the official proceedings of the UN. They
collaborate with global activists locally, and allied member states give the reports official weight.
In their 2019 Shadow Report on Iraq:
IraQueer has received reports from several individuals who have experienced instances of
verbal, physical, and sexual abuse at various checkpoints across Baghdad and other cities.
IraQueer is also in possession of several videos showing the police humiliating and
physically abusing trans people, while filming the injustices themselves. Similarly,
LGBT individuals, especially “masculine” women, “feminine” men, and trans people,
have faced physical abuse in Northern Iraq under the Kurdistan Regional Government.
Many of those individuals have been detained without being informed about their rights,
or without access to legal representation. A lesbian living in Slemani reported that she
was detained by the police several times. She told IraQueer, “A police officer threatened
to rape me and said that it might make me a real woman”… Two recent murders illustrate
the severe danger faced by transgender women, in Iraq. Local activists report that a trans
woman was killed by her extended family in a so-called “honor” crime in Basra in April
2019. The woman was confronted by her family after finding her hormone drugs. After
learning she was transgender, her family announced that she had died, and sources close
to the victim report that she was killed because of her gender identity.179
In the following chapter, the dissertation examines some of the more significant religious
Right organizations at the UN and their missions, methods, and alliances: the World Congress of
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Families, an “international movement of ‘religiously-grounded family morality systems’ that can
influence and eventually shape social policy at the United Nations;”180 C-FAM, which was
established in 1997 to “monitor and affect the social policy debate at the United Nations…and
foster coalitions of pro-family groups across religious divides;”181 and Family Watch
International, which grew from a small offshoot of the Mormon NGO United Families
International in 1999. It focuses on UN sexual rights issues and family values, reaching out to the
global grassroots. Other religious Right organizations will be examined for their areas of focus,
leadership, methods, strengths, and weaknesses.
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Chapter 5: The Religious Right at the United Nations
Scholars at the end of the 2000s did not expect the religious Right to impact the UN as
much as it does today, with nearly half the world’s member states voting in line with its values.
Resolutions on traditional values and the family, and CSWs ending without a final document
because of the inclusion or exclusion of gendered words is the agenda of the culture war.
Chamberlain predicted there would not be much to worry about in terms of the religious Right
getting stronger,182 but Jennifer Butler notes the power of the religious Right developing at
Beijing and cautions that ignoring the religious Right at the UN happens at our own peril.183 The
religious Right is torn between the biblical literalism of the extreme Right and its moderate
conservative theology. Behind closed doors at UN events and conferences, they behave
differently than when they create high profile events on the family. The family, a mother, father,
and three children is natural and portrayed as always harmonious. There is virtually no support
for, and little value is seen in divorced, widowed, or single parents, extended relatives, and same
sex families. At formal high-level events in UN conference rooms, they are confident enough to
release hatred of LGBT people and SRHR activists. They declare that LGBT people are the
devil, evil, perverts, and social radicals.184 Such is the discourse of the religious Right spoken in
the name of freedom of religion or belief. A discourse which is now being embedded in the
language of documents of the UN for future use in international law and treaties.
I argue that the image of the “true believer” describes the religious Right at the UN. The
true believer is safe in the eye of the storm, believes that rules are made for a reason and that
humankind is made up of the fallen. The true believer feels safe in earthly chaos because God
tells them what to do. As a result, the true believer knows what is best for everyone. They have a
biblical imperative to interpret God’s directions. The religious Right subscribe to a theocentric
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model and charismatic-led movement. The charisma of the leader and their organizations have
role assignments and specific missions at the UN. The religious Right at the UN are affiliated
with large corporate religious entities such as the Mormons, Christian political organizations
such as Family Research Council, which developed out of Focus on the Family, newer
organizations from the 1990s, and those with a strong online presence such as C-FAM
(Catholic), Family Watch International (Mormon), and CitizenGo (Coalitional). Some have
leadership that rotates to other organizational boards. Their main UN actors have a primary
purpose of placing the family at the center of UN advocacy, contrasted with the primacy of
individual human rights to the SRHR and LGBT movements.
The World Congress of Families (WCF)
At the top of the religious Right global pyramid is the World Congress of Families
(WCF). An empire of ultra-conservative religious Right organizations led by anti-human rights
leaders focus on weakening women’s autonomy, sexuality, reproductive rights, and promoting
anti-gender ideology and anti-LGBT discourse. The WCF invites fundamentalist Muslims, Jews,
and members of other religions to be members. Thousands of their constituents convene twice a
year for regional and global conferences. Their central platform is the “natural family” (and the
extended family in the Global South) consisting of a father, mother, and a minimum of three
children. One of their leverage points is to have governments give tax breaks to couples who
consent to have three children in ten years.185 They argue that the heteronormative family has
been in crisis since the 1960s and must be saved from same sex marriage. The parent
organization is the Mormon International Organization of the Family (IOF). WCF is
administered by the IOF and works at the UN through members of their board, who are official
NGO representatives at the UN. They have strong support from many Eastern and Central
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European governments such as Poland, Hungary, and Romania. For example, under the
leadership of Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban, the “natural family” enjoys tax relief for
families with four or more children.186
The preference for large families comes partially from the ideology of “demographic
winter,”187 a belief that people of color are replacing the white Christian race. This prophecy
encourages procreation among white couples to avoid becoming a minority. Israel Wayne of the
Illinois Family Institute cites Malthus, Darwin, and Sanger as the early demographic winter
theorists with ideas on population and eugenics.188 Steven Mosher,189 president of the Population
Council, as well as the Family Research Council190 was demographic winter’s more recent
advocate writing for the religious Right in 2008. Pope Francis has referenced this theory, saying,
“Think of how all of us are continually urged to live in a comfortable and greedy
individualism…This relates directly to an issue that makes me suffer: our demographic
winter.”191 Here, the pope discusses the need to increase the population but does not say who
should reproduce. But in Bulgaria on May 5th, 2019, he said, “The demographic winter that has
descended like an ice curtain on a large part of Europe, the consequence of a diminished
confidence in the future.”192 The religious Right does not publicly espouse theories of
demographic winter or reference apocalyptic theology at the UN. While the pope does not
promote an overtly racist ideology, WCF states that demographic winter is occurring because of
the LGBT/SRHR attack on the family, social breakdown, and the rise of the individual over the
collective.
The religious Right have built an alliance of shared values with some Black African
leaders and imagines a strategic affinity between the “natural family” with multiple children and
the extended African family. The African Committee on the Family, part of WCF, is led by Ann
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Kioko and Theresa Okafor, who are publicly homophobic and transphobic, but they do not
support the theory of demographic winter. Their interest is increasing the population of Africa,
not diminishing it. They promote increasing the population as a pro-life stance and culturally
relevant to African families. LGBT people, according to Kioko and Okafor, do not reproduce, so
are aberrant and anti-family. A Twitter post from Ann Kioko reads, “They have brought their
sexual perversions to Africa. I hope they wont (sic) subscribe to these public display (sic) of
homosexuality”193 (@annmtave. 2018/5/29/5). Reporting on a WCF conference at which Theresa
Okafor spoke, the Human Rights Campaign described her as a “notorious exporter of hate who
has compared LGBT people to the terrorist group Boko Haram.”194 On camera, Okafor states
that the WCF and Family Watch International (FWI) helped to pass anti-LGBT laws in Nigeria
and Uganda. Kioko was the main organizer for the WCF in Malawi. Working for FWI, Okafor
stated, “You get to know what is happening out there.”195 At the CSW in 2017, Ann Kioko
presented a “family-friendly” petition to the US delegation at a formal NGO Mission briefing,
violating the norm that non-US NGOs are not allowed to attend.
The WCF originated in Rockford, Illinois, under the auspices of the Howard Center for
Family, Religion, and Society, which was founded by US Congressman John Howard to be a
think-tank and advocacy group for socially conservative pro-family theory and policy. Allan
Carlson, a history professor and assistant director of The Howard Center, eventually left in 1997
to launch the WCF the same year. His inspiration was a speech he gave at Moscow University in
1995, which garnered the interest of two Russian academics who were familiar with his writing
on the family. They saw a future in collaboration between faith leaders, academics, and
politicians on traditional “marriage and life” issues.196 Carlson is known for being anti-LGBT
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and anti-feminist. He yearns to return to the 1950s, noting “We look with affection to earlier
familial eras such as 1950’s America.”197 In his Natural Family: A Manifesto (2005), he states:
The goal of androgyny, the effort to eliminate real differences between women and men,
does every bit as much violence to human nature and human rights as the old efforts by
the communists to create “Soviet Man” and by the Nazis to create “Aryan Man.”198
The WCF is against contraception, abortion, and gay marriage, and is focused on the
family model based on Article 16 of the UDHR: “We believe that the natural family is the
fundamental unit of society and we focus on research and analysis on the meaning of that
claim.”199 However, family in this context means a Christian, biblically-based churchgoing
structure with a male head of household; a wife more domestically-focused than employed; a
commitment to homeschooling; sex education, if any, to be provided by a parent; no LGBT; no
abortion; and no contraception. The SPLC calls the WCF the “who’s who” of the religious
Right.200 The WCF mandate melds with those of other conservative institutions and powerful
American actors, such as the Family Research Council, the Heritage Foundation, and Focus on
the Family. They place themselves at the center of a worldwide movement where family is seen
as the same across all cultures and the common vessel for religious Right principles. It is also the
subject of a journal called The Natural Family, which contains articles such as: “Canadian SameSex Parents (and Their Suffering Children).”201 The WCF mission is reflected by the World
Family Declaration, which claims that the family existed prior to the state and possesses inherent
dignity and rights that states are morally bound to protect.202 The WCF commitment to tradition,
values, and freedom of religion attempts to return women’s rights to an unreal and idealized
time.203 As with the other religious Right NGOs, WCF rejects sex education, promotes
homophobia, and does not believe in abortion under any circumstances, including rape,
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pedophilia, or incest. WCF promotes the conversion of “homosexuals.” Its members work to
sculpt a world in their image through Christian homeschooling and their assertion of the primacy
of parental control. WCF positions itself at the head of the global religious Right, showcasing
relationships with hard-right dictators and diplomatic leaders from fundamentalist states. AWID,
in their most recent report, says about the WCF: “Their stated aim is to build an international
movement of ‘religiously grounded family morality systems that can influence and shape policy
at the United Nations.”204 WCF is referred to in the media as an “international radical right-wing
conference that convenes to organize against the spread of ideas.”205 WCF has a long list of
corporate and political sponsors that are displayed on their website. One founding sponsor is
Movieguide, the right-wing film company whose founder stated at WCF 2017 that he wanted to
roll back social life to the days of Leave it to Beaver.
Russia has played a key role in building the capacity and reputation of WCF.206 After the
invasion of Ukraine, the WCF 2016 conference, which was to have been held in Moscow, was
canceled. At the WCF 2017 conference in Budapest, the patriarch of the Russian Orthodox
Church delivered a message on how some “social problems” (e.g., abortion and LGBT people)
are a result of women leaving the home for the workplace. According to ThinkProgress, the
WCF is funded by Russian oligarchs.207 In 2018, members of the Russian parliament and the
president of Moldova hosted the WCF conference. The WCFs’ Russian representative, Alexey
Komov, a political operative according to SPLC, has long networked with extreme right factions
in Europe, such as the Italian far-right league (Lega, formerly Lega Nord, or Northern League).
Komov also represents the Russian Orthodox Church, with its extreme misogynist, homophobic,
and transphobic views.208
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The WCF is led by Brian Brown, an American university scholar and the father of
thirteen children, a fact that he makes central to his identity and which he features during public
presentations. Brown was formerly the head of the National Organization for Marriage, the antiLGBT marriage lobby in California. While WCF maintains its global, pro-family mission,
Brown’s primary focus is anti-LGBT advocacy. The organizer of large global platforms, WCF
releases final declarations and hosts renowned speakers at its conferences to advance the
“traditional values”209 agenda. As a model, the WCF draws upon leadership across the world,
holding annual and regional semi-annual conferences in “family-friendly” states which share
their anti-LGBT and anti-women’s SRHR platform. Anti-LGBT and anti-sexual and
reproductive rights legislation have been developed and incorporated by member states of the
WCF, in Malawi, Moldova, Hungary, Poland, Vatican City, Croatia, France, Italy, Russia, and
Georgia. There have been fourteen World Congresses since the first in 1997. The most recent
one was held in Verona, Italy, in March 2019. Verona was the first place a major protest was
mounted against the WCF. WCF leadership was shocked when 20,000 Italian feminists marched
on the conference, which headlined its purpose as “restoring the natural order.” 210 Paternotte
argues that WCF is the principal organizer of anti-gender ideology in the world.211 This is their
role in the religious Right division of labor.
Family Watch International (FWI)
Another important religious Right actor at the UN is Sharon Slater, a Mormon “profamily” activist who became active at the UN after the Beijing Conference and then attended a
WCF conference.212 Slater was initially part of a large Mormon NGO, United Families
International, but broke off to form FWI. Her name is synonymous with FWI, as she is the sole
full-time employee. FWI’s platform describes the Christian family as under attack by the UN,
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which Slater argues seeks to impose national laws supporting LGBT, abortion, promiscuity,
prostitution, and the sexualization of children.213 According to its Facebook page, its stated
mission is:
Family Watch International is a nonprofit, social science-based, international
organization with members in over 170 countries working to preserve and promote the
family, based on marriage between a man and a woman, as the fundamental unit of
society. Family Watch works at the United Nations and in countries around the world,
educating the public and policymakers regarding the central role of the family and
advocating for women, children and families at the International, national, and local
levels. FWI also provides family-based humanitarian aid to orphans and vulnerable
children.214
Slater personally sheperds grassroots groups, mostly from Africa where she has fostered
children and relationships, to the UN. In between arranging high-level UN panels and side
events, she leads protests against UN agencies, for example UNICEF, for usurping the role of
parents. Slater has led the UN Family Caucus and the NGO Committee on the Family, both UN
civil society groups with unpublished membership rosters. These groups host conferences and
side events with fundamentalist member states. She also coordinates the Group of Friends of the
Family, a coalition of twenty-five fundamentalist member states that work together to
mainstream the family platform across the UN and to “affirm the family as the fundamental
group unit of society” as well as traditional family values, which do not include women’s rights
to bodily autonomy and the LGBT right to life.215 According to Slater, her mission is “the
children,” but she also helped develop the “Kill the Gays” bill in Uganda with President
Museveni’s wife. Slater endorses conversion therapy and is convinced that LGBT people want to
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change.216 FWI also focuses on ending comprehensive sex education (CSE), which she sees as
sexualizing children. To Slater and others on the religious Right, CSE is a Trojan horse. It is,
according to Slater, “cleverly disguised abortion rights, sexual pleasure education that sexualizes
children and undermines the family.” She says CSW is “masquerading as human rights, gender,
and sexual and reproductive health education.”217
Slater is a documentary filmmaker who has produced two documentaries: Stop the War
on Children: Exposing the Comprehensive Sexuality Agenda and Cultural Imperialism: The
Sexual Rights Agenda. The films condemn SRHR activists for promoting CSE and LGBT people
for existing. Slater’s films are shown yearly at the UN and promote the idea that LGBT
communities export pedophiles and that large SRHR organizations promote the sexualization of
children. She asserts that sexual orientation can be changed. She recounts a debate she had with a
transgender person in Nevada in 2018, which confirmed for her that no one can be happy being
transgender, and she began her mission to save them. She stated that she convinced this person to
enter conversation therapy.218 Slater’s book Stand for the Family has several chapters devoted to
homophobia, transphobia, and sexphobic topics.219 In 2018, Slater organized a protest against
UNICEF for “sexualizing children,” which should have garnered expulsion from the UN. She led
a sidewalk march that did not have a police permit, blocked the sidewalk, and a counter-protester
was assaulted by one of her supporters. There were no witnesses except a few LGBT NGO
actors. An article was published in PassBlue, an independent UN blog.220 Protests against UN
personnel that lead to their being harmed is cause for an NGO to lose its consultative status.221
Slater is adamant about “not being a hater,” however, her organization is designated a hate group
by the Southern Poverty Law Center.222 She insists that hers is a compassionate project to
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“transform homosexuals from their destructive ways.”223 In a follow-up article to the protest on
her Facebook page and website, Slater wrote:
Family Watch and Partners Demand UNICEF Stop Sexualizing Children. We have found
shocking information showing how CSE (backed by multiple UN agencies in partnership
with Planned Parenthood) is used to undermine parental rights and promote, among other
things, abortion rights, promiscuity, and transgender ideology.224
Annie Franklin, an FWI representative, advocating at the Human Rights Council in
Geneva, has lobbied for the “traditional values” resolution presented at the Human Rights
Council every year since 2011. Condemning same sex behavior and sexual and reproductive
rights, this resolution is reaffirmed annually by Russia and the Group of Friends of the Family
(GoFF), a group of member states allied with the religious Right. FWI leadership at the UN
extends to their status as conveners of the religious Right’s civil society and state-led
mechanisms. As convener of GoFF, it is common to see Slater on the dais in the General
Assembly or the ECOSOC chamber with representatives of pro-family member states as the only
civil society representative. Unlikely partners, the Group of the Friends of the Family describe
themselves as:
[a] coalition of UN member states that reaffirm that the family is the natural and
fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to protection by society and the State.
The GoFF believe that genuine and effective sustainable development may not be
achieved without the family.225
GoFF is dedicated to protecting and promoting the “natural family”226 as the fundamental
unit of society. GoFF states cooperate with religious Right actors who are similarly aligned
against a Western, progressive agenda, sexual and bodily rights, LGBT rights, comprehensive
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sexual education, parenting, and women’s rights. “Family,” the private-centered, anti-rights and
“traditional values” framework, is the core of the GoFF’s multi-religious UN platform. GoFF
states such as Belarus, Comoros, Indonesia, Mozambique, Nigeria, Qatar, Russia, Saudi Arabia,
and dozens of others vote as a bloc with the American religious Right.
Slater is an activist who claims that her work is loving and for the children, despite hers
being one of the most visibly anti-LGBT and anti-choice NGOs at the UN. Her method is to
sensationalize and stir up anti-LGBT sentiment to leverage her power with Global South states,
many of which criminalize homosexuality. FWI is profiled in Rights at Risk, a publication by
Observatory of Universal Rights (OURs), a project of AWID. On her website, Slater cites this as
evidence of her impact. In a policy brief on the UN, she states: “As the Rights at Risk report
accurately notes, ‘In many cases, FWI pairs its policy briefs and their dissemination with calls to
action and online petitions,’ (e.g., advocating against comprehensive sexual education in Stop the
Sexualization of Children!).”227 FWI’s UN program consists of a variety of vehicles and
mechanisms for its agenda: UN delegate training, UN Family Rights Caucus, training and
partnering with other NGOs, UN lobbying, closed-door family leadership summits, UN social
conference side events, cross-regional collaboration at the global and national levels, and
grassroots protests. FWI has a policy brief center on their website, with one brief entitled,
“Threats to National Sovereignty: UN Entities Overstepping Their Mandates,” 228 that questions
UN support for SRHR and LGBT rights.
FWI is the grassroots organizer at the UN. In 2017 at the CSW, Slater co-organized a
protest with Spanish religious Right NGO, HazteOir and the WCF, called the “Free Speech
Bus.” The large commercial bus had a message written on both sides that promoted the gender
binary, stating: “Boys are boys, girls are girls. You can’t change sex - ever.” This message was
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interpreted by some of the NYC transgender community who protested to mean transgender
people cannot and do not exist. This message was deemed offensive and inappropriate for the
UN, the home of human rights. The bus then drove around New York City, stopping for an
extended period in front of the Stonewall Inn, where the LGBT movement was born with a
protest in 1969. The bus was later vandalized at the UN. Ignacio Arsuaga (HazteOir) and Brian
Brown (WCF), CEOs of the organizations responsible for the bus, provided conflicting accounts
of the vandalization of their bus.229
Center for Family and Human Rights (C-FAM)
C-FAM portrays itself as the steward of international law, “discrediting socially radical
policies at the UN.”230 It was founded as a lay Catholic think tank in 1997 by Austin Ruse to
monitor and affect the social policy debate at the UN and other institutions. Inspired by the Holy
See’s coalition-building during the Cairo Conference in 1994, Ruse saw that through joint
efforts, pro-family forces could foster the formation of a bloc of socially conservative
governments to oppose legalizing abortion internationally.231 The success of incorporating
reproductive rights into the final documents developed at the Cairo, Beijing, and Beijing+ 5
conferences caused Austin Ruse, in 2000, to make a public call to his constituency to come to the
UN. This caused over 300 C-FAM supporters to descend on the UN Commission on the Status
of Women. Butler considers this the beginning of the religious Right adopting the UN as a focus
for their activism.232 Her critique of the UN progressive faith community recounts success after
success by the religious Right at the UN in the critical decade after Beijing (1995). She argues,
“Motherhood, suits and white guys appeared at the Commission on the Status of Women in
2000.”233 Butler marks this as the beginning of religious Right actors building a “global interfaith
coalition,” while progressives were focusing on specific causes. In 2000, religious Right actors
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began holding spiritual and “symbolic” protests at UN meetings. C-FAM latched onto the
Beijing document as a radical feminist tome:
The sexual radicals have your children, MY CHILDREN, in their crosshairs. This new
report by one of the most powerful UN agencies in the world tells governments that your
children must have UN-style family planning. That means pills, injections, IUDs and the
whole panoply of evil devices that will ruin their bodies and take their souls. And if all
these evil devices fail? Well, there is abortion, always abortion, everywhere
abortion…Why do they want our sons and daughters? Because it is faith-families who are
the best line of defense against their global agenda of population control and sexual
deviancy.234
In the above quote, the president of C-FAM, Austin Ruse, states that he is happy to have
earned the enmity of reproductive rights organizations because “they are the enemy of all that is
good and true, so we celebrate when they hate us because they hated Christ first.”235 He
references the Gospels of Matthew (10:22), Mark (13:13), and John (15:21), saying “And all
nations will hate you because you are my followers. But everyone who endures to the end will be
saved.”236
C-FAM (formerly Catholic Human Rights Services) abruptly changed its name in 2014
after Ruse suggested on the radio that all gender studies professors should be taken out and shot.
The rumor was that the name was changed at the insistence of the Vatican. He was fired from his
widely circulated platform on American Family Radio. According to Right Wing Watch, he
blamed gender studies professors after a Duke University student said that she financed her
college degree by sex work.237 In February 2014, one month before his call for violence against
gender studies professors, C-FAM received official NGO consultative status at the UN. Despite
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petitions from Catholic women’s NGOs such as Catholics for Choice calling for C-FAM’s
revocation of status at the UN, on the grounds of inciting violence with hate speech, they did not
lose their UN status. Catholics for Choice argued that hate speech should not be allowed to
masquerade as free speech as the UN. Like Sharon Slater and FWI, it is hard to separate the
charismatic leadership of Ruse from C-FAM. He is a thunderous voice at the UN. His outrageous
style contrasts with his wife, Cathy Ruse, a Senior Fellow at the Family Research Council, and
his colleague Susan Yoshihara, a Ph.D. graduate of the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy
and active-duty US Navy helicopter pilot for twenty years. Ruse’s style sets his mark on the
compass of the religious Right. Just as Slater has crafted a compassionate image, so Ruse has
adopted a hysterical persona, engaging in sensational and crude speech. He traces his obsession
with ending LGBT rights to sitting with his young daughters and seeing a lesbian on television
(2013). He was further horrified seeing two men kissing on the cover of USA Today.238
The archives of Ruse’s weekly blog, the “Friday Fax,” includes titles such as “InterAmerican Human Rights Court Tries to Impose Homosexual Marriage on Entire Continent”
(1/26/18). The blog claims a readership of 400,000 people.239 Ruse refers to the left as “sexual
revolutionaries,” and in his opposition to LGBT human rights, C-FAM condemned the UN for a
resolution to stop the violence against and execution of LGBT people.240 According to the LGBT
rights organization ORAI, quoted in a Catholics for Equality blog, “He argued that such a
resolution is ‘just the nose of the camel under the tent’ and lashed out at supporters of LGBT
rights, maintaining that their theory of international law is done by lying, coercion and
trickery.”241 Ruse is the most provocative voice for the religious Right at the UN. When Ruse
accuses a hate monitoring organization such as Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) of inciting
violence, it is right out of the playbook of white supremacists appropriating the victim role.242
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According to Right Wing Watch, “C-FAM’s primary purpose is to incite right wing panic over
the very existence of the UN.”243 Speaking at WCF 2017, Ruse said: “The SPLC has put a target
on my back.”
In 2017, C-FAM was appointed to the official US delegation to the United Nations
Commission on the Status of Women. Despite being designated as a hate group by Southern
Poverty Law Center, they served their full term at the CSW. Ruse is also a member of President
Donald Trump’s Catholic advisory cabinet.244 In September 2018, Ruse was again aggressive in
print toward LGBT people. He asserted that from the perspective of his being a father and deeply
sensitive to the plight of children, the Yogyakarta Principles, which frame LGBT human rights
around the articles of the UDHR, would “protect adults having sexual relations with children.”245
Ruse has also attacked Father James Martin, the author of a bridge-building book on the Catholic
Church authorized by the Pope to reach out to the LGBT community.246 On Twitter, Ruse said
that the Pope should “take him [Fr. Martin] out and flog him like a mule.”247 Twitter canceled CFAM’s account for thirty-six hours. C-FAM and Austin Ruse are the public relations czars of the
religious Right at the UN. They are the religious Right organization using media to generate
public panic of gender activism at the UN and to influence policy. This is their role in the
religious Right division of labor.
The Holy See (HS) Office at the UN (Vatican)
“There is a world war to destroy the family. We must defend ourselves against ideological
colonization.”
-

Pope Francis, 2016 248
-

The Holy See (HS) is an early member of the UN, having its status debated as early as
the 1923 meeting of the League of Nations. While their admission did not become a reality, then,
the HS became a Non-Member Permanent Observer State at the UN in 1964.249 It was eligible
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because it was a member of a postal union. According to Catholics For Choice, a Catholic
women’s NGO:
The Holy See acquired its status at the UN through a process of custom, rather than
consensus. In fact, the Holy See owes its status at the UN to the early membership of
Vatican City in the Universal Postal Union and the International Telecommunication
Union.250
The UN invited these organizations to attend meetings beginning in 1951, in 1956 the
Holy See was elected to the Economic and Social Council of the UN, and in 1964 they appointed
a permanent observer to the UN. Their UN status was reconfirmed by a vote in the General
Assembly in 2004. The HS is an institution built on one hundred acres of land with 1,000 male
clergy members. It has no women citizens, except those married to Vatican employees. It can
negotiate policy as if it were a member, but it has no vote at the UN. The HS can attend and
make statements at all UN meetings because of its permanent observer non-member status. This
privilege is not awarded to any other religious institution. The HS is considered both a religion
and an observer state. While it is not a voting member state, with its status, it can pointedly delay
resolutions or strategize preferred outcomes by convincing other states to vote according to its
moral position. It is a highly influential actor on the UN stage. It consolidates the power of the
religious Right, which makes it effective in obstructing the LGBT and SRHR human rights it has
targeted since the Cairo and Beijing Conferences.251 There have been challenges to its role at the
UN by an NGO called Catholics for Choice. They contested the status of the Holy See and
started a campaign called the “See Change Campaign” to revoke its status at the UN. Its
representatives are unmovable on issues of sexual and reproductive rights, and they wipe any
reference to them from UN documents. Judith Butler cites the HS view on the term “gender” as
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code for same sex relationships in Undoing Gender.252 She argues that the HS is only able to
think in the gender binary. The Vatican’s concept of gender is that men and women are
complementary. In 2019, the Vatican issued: “Male and Female He Created Them: Towards a
Path of Dialogue on the Question of Gender in Education,”253 with complementarity as the ideal,
and sexual orientation and gender identity as “ideological colonization.” Ideological colonization
supports “gender ideology” which argues that Western human rights activists working on LGBT
rights are forcing non-Western partners to convert to a same gender sexual orientation and fluid
gender identity. Gender ideology is threatening to the HS because it deconstructs the binary.
According to the Pontifical Council on the Family, it will, “destroy feminine values important to
the Church; foster conflict between the sexes, and contest the natural, hierarchical distinction
between male and female upon which family values and social life are based.”254 In the case of
SRHR, the HS asserts that SRHR activists are forcing non-Western women to have abortions. As
a result, the negotiating role of the HS at the CSW women’s meeting has come under severe
criticism, with several women’s NGOs calling for their status at the UN to be revoked.255
UN member states do not challenge the Holy See, fearing Catholic backlash at home or,
in the case of the European Union, alienating its allies. The status of the HS is being challenged
at the treaty body level in the Committee against Torture (CAT), the Committee on the Rights of
the Child (CRC), and the women’s meetings (CSW/CPD). The HS has been found to violate UN
policy in at least three areas: they do not report as required to treaty bodies, which are
committees of experts reporting to the General Assembly; they are a religion and not a state and
should not be afforded state status when other religions do not receive it; and they have
significant negotiating power at the CSW, legislating women’s bodily rights and the LGBT right
to life, yet they do not have any women citizens in Vatican City except the wives of their
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workers. The question is whether this all-male body, sheltering and sheltered by the religious
Right and member states, that has been accused of crimes against humanity at the ICC for mass
sexual violence, should be allowed to have permanent non-member observer status at the UN or
even continue as a religious entity with NGO status.
The HS shifts between their dual identity as a state and a religion which they claim
depending on which is to their advantage. For example, Catholic women advocates have said that
the HS has shielded at least three perpetrators of sexual violence under the guise of diplomatic
immunity.256 Finally, they obstruct official women’s human rights by blocking policy and
conference outcomes with their objections to gender issues. This maneuvering prevents essential
issues from being addressed, such as women’s rights to economic development, environmental
issues, and violence against women. If there is no outcome document from a conference, there is
nothing to act as leverage in the member state’s domestic context to develop norms, services, or
policy. Regarding language at the UN women’s meetings, the HS strikes all references to gender,
sexual orientation, same sex relationships, gender identity, sexual violence, comprehensive
sexuality education, abortion, diverse forms of family, sexual and reproductive rights from
documents.
Because of its status, the HS has access to the resources of the UN and is the gatekeeper
for the religious Right. It cultivated the gender ideology movement in European states and has
been a keynote speaker at the WCF since 2018. Although the UN has been mainstreaming
gender globally, prioritizing it in all sectors, for over twenty-five years, even Pope Francis, who
is identified closely with liberation theology, claims that gender ideology is ideological
colonization. The HS interprets solidarity between activists of the Global South with LGBT and
SRHR advocates as colonization as if being LGBT is contagious or can be forced. The irony of
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this is not lost on progressive theologians, as the principles of liberation theology are solidarity
with the oppressed. Accusing minorities like LGBT and SRHR advocates of ideological
colonization ignores the historically colonizing role of Catholicism. In Africa, in particular,
inflammatory calls to kill LGBT people come from the Christian pulpit, a pulpit with origins in
the colonizing forces of Christianity. Exporting homophobic and transphobic ideas and
influencing heads of state through anti-LGBT and SRHR rhetoric is fomenting religious
persecution and endangering LGBT and women’s lives. Ideological colonization ignores the role
of LGBT people in global communities of solidarity. Their vilification by the Vatican is
inconsistent with the pope’s LGBT-friendly public persona. The pope met with a former student
and his husband, making his now-famous remark: “Who am I to judge?”257 However, the pope is
behind ideological colonization and cultural imperialism which attacks LGBT people as if they
are the oppressor and not the oppressed. The pope may seem to support LGBT people but
continues to prohibit the rite of marriage for same sex couples.
Human Rights Watch reports that, “gender ideology” hasn’t taken long crossing borders
and into far-right lexicons.258 This term has been adopted by the HS to refer to a supposed gay
and feminist-led agenda to subvert traditional families and social values, a reaction against the
rights of women and expanding protections for sexual and gender minorities.259 The HS has
suffered reputational issues because of the mass sexual violence that has been committed by its
priests and bishops. However, this scandal seems not to have tainted their authority on sex or
gender. The scandal has not caused the religious Right to abandon it because they need the HS to
help carry out their agenda since the HS is a quasi-member state. Thus, the HS is the leader and
administrator of religious Right advocacy at the UN.
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Alliance Defending Freedom (ADF)
ADF (founded 1994) claims to have 3,300 attorneys working on an anti-abortion, antiLGBT, and the religious exemption platform where they defend individuals who do not want to
provide services to LGBT people and women seeking reproductive healthcare. Their motto,
according to their website, is: “It is not enough to just win cases; we must change the culture.”260
They work with churches to become activists of religious freedom and promote the cultural shift
needed for them to “preach and live the gospel” according to their conservative beliefs without
being discriminated against by the state. They work to violate the civil and human rights of
LGBT people and women seeking their sexual and reproductive rights by legally challenging the
public obligation to provide services such as housing, healthcare, and other social services.
The stated priorities of ADF are religious freedom (“the right of every man to exercise
religion as conviction and conscience dictate”); the sanctity of life (“abortion harms and destroys
women and life, and defending those who defend life”); and marriage and family (“marriage
between a man and a woman vs the desires of the individual”). ADF holds the chair of the
Freedom of Religion and Belief Committee at the UN in Geneva and New York. However, their
dislike of the UN is reflected in their recent report, “The Rise of Faux Rights: How the UN Went
from Recognizing Inherent Freedoms to Creating Its Own Rights” (2017). In this report, ADF
attacks SRHR and SOGI and outlines a plan of action against them. Asserting that international
law does not allow “controversial rights” and that states’ sovereign rights negate their
implementation, UN policy is not binding on states, and all work of the UN should be reviewed.
ADF is the legal arm of the religious Right fighting against LGBT and SRHR rights under the
aegis of religious freedom.
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The Heritage Foundation
The Heritage Foundation has established a more visible presence at the UN since 2016.
Heritage UN representative Grace Melton was the CSW representative under the Trump
administration. At the CSW in 2019, Melton expressed anti-transgender messages, taking part in
a side event with the HS. There, she stated that transgender people should not have human
rights.261 The Heritage Foundation brings its reputation and close ties to the US government to its
UN advocacy. They often work with another religious Right organization, Concerned Women of
America, which promotes anti-same sex marriage views. They are based in NY, Geneva, and
Washington, DC, where they work closely on religious freedom with the Trump administration.
HazteOir and CitizenGO
In 2016, another new religious Right organization brought their social networking
activism to the UN. The Spanish organization, HazteOir, ignited the conflict over free speech vs.
hate speech at the UN. When they first arrived at the CSW, they brought with them a “Free
Speech Bus,” which they drove to the UN by way of the Stonewall Inn to make their antitransgender/anti-gender message clear. On the side of the bus, written in large letters, it read:
Boys are Boys…and will always be.
Girls are girls…and will always be.
You can’t change sex. Respect all.262

Sharon Slater (FWI), a co-sponsor, stated that she did not understand how this was a
message of hate toward those who identify as transgender. In an interview, Slater smiled and
responded that it was a message about a man and woman being the center of the family. When
asked whether she could see that it was interpreted as a statement that transgender people should
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not exist, Slater strongly disagreed. When it was argued that the statement was out of place at the
UN and was genocidal toward transgender people, she looked offended at the accusation and
walked away. In public, Slater uses an innocent, overly sweet affect when asked about whether
her words qualify as hate speech. The publication of a “Strategy and Plan of Action” by the UN
addressing hate speech was released by the Secretary-General (SG) in May 2019. In this report,
the SG states that hate speech is when “xenophobia, racism, intolerance… and other forms of
communication are being exploited as platforms for bigotry…Hate is moving into the
mainstream…and with each broken norm, the pillars of our common humanity are weakened.”263
The SG spoke on what he referred to as the “wildfire of hate speech” in remarks at the UN.264
HazteOir has ties to WCF and the religious Right NGOs at the UN. Its methods have
been outside the accepted norms of the UN in holding theatrical protests resulting in vandalism
and the harassment of UN officials. The HazteOir website is linked to a global petition site called
CitizenGO, which has been online since 2013. Its stated principles are linked to “the rights of the
human person” and corresponding responsibilities linked to the belief that “man is superior to the
rest of the creation and is of value in and of himself.”265 Their petition vehicles call for direct
action in anti-LGBT and anti-abortion activism. An online petition was used to send over 78,000
emails to the UN program officer who coordinated the release of the LGBT postage stamp. On
February 12, 2016, their site read, “Protest the United Nations new ‘gay stamps,’ CitizenGO.”266
Coinciding with the introduction of the stamps, the Ambassador of Nigeria gave a speech
reprimanding the UN Secretary-General, saying LGBT rights were not held in consensus by a
number of the world’s states. Austin Ruse of C-FAM wrote a profile of the speech and the
presentation of the stamps. To illustrate his point on the decadence of the LGBT community at
the UN, the home of “sexual radicals,” Ruse reported that the event took place in the General
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Assembly, “against the backdrop of a giant painting of naked figures dancing around a fire,
presided over by a nude statue of the Greek god of the sea, Poseidon,”267 insinuating that the UN
has always been a home for sexual depravity.
CitizenGO is a new UN actor using technology in their activism. Their partner, HazteOir,
is tasked with the use of direct action and other media, and CitizenGO is adept at employing
social media tools at the UN. Through the CitizenGO portal, a visitor can send a letter to any of
120 media publications in Spain, receive legislative alerts, and sign petitions. On June 25, 2018,
around the time of NYC’s Pride Week, there were half a dozen petitions against LGBT people,
including “No to special LGBT rights while others suffer.” The board of CitizenGO includes
Brian Brown, President of WCF, Alexey Komov of WCF Russia, and the anti-feminist activist,
Francis Babette of Endeavor Forum from Australia, a well-known and early member of the
religious Right at the UN. CitizenGO is an example of how the religious Right works
transnationally holding positions on one another’s boards. Like the progressive website,
MoveOn, CitizenGO publicizes itself as a community of active citizens who work together using
online petitions and action alerts as a means to defend and “promote life, family, and liberty.”268
They prioritize human dignity and individual rights and refer to their mission as promoting
“principles of the common good.”
In 2019, at CSW63, CitizenGO had an anti-abortion bus with a linked petition that it
claimed had gathered 150,000 signatures. SRHR advocates questioned the legitimacy of the
signatures as there was no way to view them on the site. The bus had a large graphic of a fetus
with the words, “Let me live!” As part of their activism at the CSW, CitizenGO instructed the
signers to text, call, or email pro-life messages to the chair of the CSW conference, an
ambassador from Kenya. In response to this, thousands of text messages were sent to her
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cellphone, which she had to shut down. The hacking backfired on CitizenGO: first, they harassed
and intimated a high-level UN diplomat, which is against the rules of the UNCSW, if not the
law; second, it appeared that their claim of having 150,000 signatures was inflated; third, the UN
requires the expulsion of any NGO that harasses or causes harm to a representative of a member
state, though they have yet to expel CitizenGO. As noted above, the UN has not taken action
against any religious Right NGO despite calls that encourage violence against women’s rights
and LGBT rights activists.269 The ambassador had to halt the CSW proceedings to purchase a
new cell phone and was so emotionally shaken that during the final CSW session, she broke into
tears. She stated that she did not feel safe as a result of this harassment and has since filed a
complaint saying, “No one should feel unsafe at the UN.”270 This attack on CSW was a
heightened level of interference by a religious Right NGO.
Other Actors
Other religious Right NGOs at the UN include the Family Research Council, which
according to SPLC, “bills itself as the ‘leading voice for the family in our nation’s halls of
power,’ but its real specialty is defaming gays and lesbians.”271 Another active group is Focus on
the Family, “one of the largest social-conservative, evangelical organizations in the USA” and
the Transatlantic Christian Council, a political pro-family organization with a global platform on
the “nature of the family,” which states that the ideal manifestation of the family consists of the
father and mother, united in marriage and living together with their children.”272
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Chapter 6: The Independent Expert: “No More Killing, Please.”

The Independent Expert on Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity (SOGI)
Since 2003,273 the UN LGBT human rights community has made substantial gains to
achieve human rights protections and stem the criminalization of, and violence against LGBT
people. The office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) provided the
resources to support LGBT advocacy through diplomacy and social media. The gains culminated
in the first Independent Expert (IE) being appointed by the Human Rights Council in 2016, but
not without objection from almost half the world’s member states. The first IE conducted
country visits to assess the human rights of LGBT people, wrote two reports, and held two
consultations before stepping down after one year.
The title of this chapter comes from a statement by Vitit Muntarbhorn, the first IE, to the
representative of the European religious Right organization, the Transatlantic Christian Council
(TCC). It was during his initial consultation with UN stakeholders as the first Independent
Expert for Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity, which took place in Geneva in January 2017.
The TCC representative accused Muntarbhorn of creating a “divided nations” rather than a
united one. The Independent Expert looked down from his dais and responded to the question,
saying, “The path which we invite from religions is to come down to the basics of the heart of
the religion, without the mythology overriding the heart of the religion.” Then he looked at the
representative and quietly said, “There will be no more killing, please.”274 The mandate of the
Independent Expert is to investigate any human rights violations reported to the office of the
High Commissioner for Human Rights and to report back twice yearly to the Human Rights
Council and the Third Committee of the General Assembly. LGBT human rights are protected
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under Article 3 of the UDHR, which states, “Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of
person.”275 This chapter examines the controversy arising from the appointment of an
Independent Expert on Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity. This recent action now shows
that the UN, as an institution, holds itself responsible for protecting this population from global
religious Right leaders and member states who persecute or shield persecutors of LGBT people.
276

The vote in the General Assembly was split for and against equally, showing the precarity of

LGBT protections. This chapter serves as a significant case study of the evolution of the LGBT
movement at the UN and the role of an Independent Expert focused on LGBT human rights.
The Confirmation Process
The confirmation of the IE was a testament to the commitment and coordination of UN
agencies with LGBT civil society after many years. It would have been unthinkable even a few
years earlier because of the controversy and conflict it would have caused among member states.
In 2011, a discussion of violence and abuse against LGBT persons was set to begin at the Human
Rights Council, when BAN Ki-moon named the issue “a stain on the collective conscience of the
UN.”277 Representatives of the fifty-seven member Organization of Islamic Countries (OIC)
walked out of the room as the forty-seven member Human Rights Council began its first
discussion of LGBT human rights protections. Navinathem Pillay, the High Commissioner for
Human Rights, stated, “If the conflict is with local, cultural, or traditional values or religious
teachings on the one hand and universal rights on the other, the issue must be struck in favor of
rights.”278
The first Independent Expert did not come to his position easily. It took a vote by three
different UN bodies: The Human Rights Council, the Third Committee (Human Rights), and the
General Assembly. In June 2016, the Human Rights Council confirmed his appointment with
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Resolution 32/2. This appointment brought to fruition the work of the office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights, which had called for a study to evaluate the need for LGBT
human rights protections in 2011 and 2014. These reports revealed high and unchanged levels of
violence against LGBT people. The Human Rights Council’s anti-violence and antidiscrimination platform was opposed by the OIC and fundamentalist states who argued that
LGBT people should not be protected because their existence is culturally relative and not
included in the original UN covenants. According to these states, LGBT people do not exist in all
cultural contexts. This absence of LGBT people is interesting since they are criminalized in
states where they do not exist. Further, these states insist that LGBT people in the Global South
are the result of Western influence.
The vote for the Independent Expert took seventeen slates, according to the Heinrich Boll
Foundation.279 In December 2016, the Human Rights Council finally confirmed the Independent
Expert in a vote of twenty-three to eighteen, with six abstaining.280 The member states of the
Human Rights Council which blocked the approval of the Independent Expert were Algeria,
Bangladesh, Burundi, China, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Indonesia, Kenya, Kyrgyzstan,
Maldives, Morocco, Nigeria, Qatar, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Togo, and United Arab Emirates.
Those voting in favor of the resolution were: Albania, Belgium, Bolivia, Cuba, Ecuador, El
Salvador, France, Georgia, Germany, Latvia, Macedonia, Mexico, Mongolia, Netherlands,
Panama, Paraguay, Portugal, Republic of Korea, Slovenia, Switzerland, United Kingdom,
Venezuela, and Vietnam. The abstentions were from Botswana, Ghana, India, Namibia,
Philippines, and South Africa. Only one other time in the history of the Human Rights Council
was a confirmation questioned. That was a vote tied to protecting human rights defenders, some
of whom are LGBT. That challenge was overruled, and the defenders were protected.
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When a Human Rights Council vote finally approved the Independent Expert’s position,
it was challenged in the General Assembly’s Third Committee by the same states that voted
against it in the Human Rights Council. The conservative African bloc of member states chaired
by Botswana proposed in the Third Committee that the General Assembly study the idea of a
Special Representative for one year before voting. This proposal was considered a delay tactic by
LGBT advocates who felt it would have marginalized the urgency of the mandate and questioned
an affirmative vote by the Human Rights Council. In the next UN body, the General Assembly,
the appointment was again challenged. It was argued that there is no precedent in international
law for LGBT rights to be included in UN documents and legislation. However, LGBT people
are referenced in a number of UN documents, the Universal Periodic Review where each
member state’s human rights record is scrutinized, and in Human Rights Council resolutions.
They were still not seen as legitimate to about half of the states of the UN General Assembly.
Even after compelling arguments by the Secretary-General and at least two High Commissioners
for Human Rights, the need for an Independent Expert to monitor violations was questioned.
The political complexity of voting on controversial issues is shown by the way votes are
cast at home in-country and at the UN. Member states vote in different ways at each location
because the ambassador’s personal opinion informs their vote. There can be a conservative
religious South African delegate in New York and a supporter of LGBT rights in South Africa,
for example. Despite the recognition of the legal rights of LGBT people in South Africa’s
constitution, they abstained from the vote on the Independent Expert in New York because the
delegate at the time was conservative. South Africa sponsored the first panel on LGBT rights at
the Human Rights Council in 2011 when the OIC walked out. Since “South Africa has taken a
back seat on these issues in the face of pressure from its regional allies, who have effectively

114

silenced it from speaking out on this issue at the UN.”281 When the final vote occurred in the
General Assembly, the amendment was voted down, with seventy-seven member states voting
against the appointment of the Independent Expert, eighty-four member states voting for the
Independent Expert, and sixteen abstentions. The confirmation vote that was proposed by
Burkina Faso was also extremely close. There was lobbying on both sides to modify votes and
turn the sixteen abstentions into for or against votes. The LGBT community narrowly succeeded
in 2016.
The Consultation 282
The first Independent Expert was a bridge builder. He opened all of his presentations
with the following anecdote: “Everybody has SOGI. Sexual orientation is how you relate to
yourself. Gender identity is how the world sees you.” During the last session of the final day of
the first Public Consultation in 2017, which was to help him develop his mandate, a woman
raised her hand to speak, saying “I begin with a quote from Dickens: ‘These are the best of times
and the worst of times – the spring of hope and the winter of despair,’” a reference to The Tale of
Two Cities. About 200 people filled the UN conference room in Geneva. The persons offering
comments from the floor were mostly LGBT experts and activists who supported his new
mandate of LGBT human rights protections. Muntarbhorn, a law professor from Thailand, laid
out five priorities for his work, which he called “linchpins,”283 defined as a person or thing vital
to an enterprise or operation. These linchpins included decriminalization, destigmatization, legal
gender identity, cultural inclusion, and empathy,284 and were, in his opinion, the keys to ending
violence and discrimination against LGBT people. To realize LGBT human rights, there must be
decriminalization of LGBT people; destigmatization of LGBT people as other or less than; legal
gender identity meaning support of transgender, gender non-conforming, and intersex people to
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have self-determination with legal access to services; cultural inclusion to have LGBT people
reflected and welcomed in the culture; and the development of a mutual understanding and
empathy between society as a whole and LGBT people in particular. Muntarbhorn opened the
conversation with the following statement:
Who speaks for religion is a very interesting question. I’m always very concerned, and I
want to hear women directly on religion, and here, if we’re slightly broadminded, we
want to hear LGBT on religion because we can have different opinions, fine, but at least
listen and share before we jump into a certain conclusion and certainly not a violent
conclusion, please!285
He emphasized the importance of using “narratives of kindness, convergence, empathy,
kindness, and consideration toward others.” At the conclusion of the consultation, he stated,
“What I would like for a discourse with religions is to learn from a variety of religious members
– especially women leaders and LGBT leaders from our community. We know there is
divergence on many fronts, but there can also be convergence and compromise.”286 A number of
testimonies followed the remarks. A transgender activist identified himself as a sex worker
working on a project involving Syrian refugee sex workers and transgender people. He politely
asked the Expert that his “intersectional reality” be reflected in the linchpins, and to include the
decriminalization of sex work. Another civil society expert from Civicus thanked the
Independent Expert for his curiosity and empathy. Citing Civicus’ 2016 report on exclusion, she
referred him to an essay on LGBT issues in Africa, stating how positive LGBT stories are
ignored. She emphasized that stories accusing Western LGBT activists of interference have been
the norm, and widely circulated, while the words of African activists in the community are not
being heard. She asked for his help and concluded that although there were still many laws
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criminalizing LGBT persons throughout the African continent, there had been little public
dialogue. She asked the IE to utilize the mechanism of freedom of religion, association, and
assembly to protect LGBT rights, lifting up the spirituality of LGBT people and not only the
religiosity of the Christian Right. There was also an intervention by a conservative UN
representative, who said: “Whatever my feelings are about these people, they should not be
victims. These people are victims of crimes – full stop!” His support for the human rights of
LGBT people transcended his personal view.
After the consultation, the Independent Expert suggested using the Mormon-based
legislation called the Utah Compromise (2015) as a model for working with society on the issue
of LGBT human rights in an unsupportive context. This statewide bill bans discrimination
against LGBT people with a religious exemption protecting institutions that object to their
existence. LGBT activists reject the legitimacy of religious exemptions permitting religious
Rights actors to deny services to women and LGBT people under the guise of conscientious
objection. The Expert offered it as a model of compromise for advocates of LGBT human rights
and the religious Right to build respect when there is disagreement. LGBT activists claim it does
not go far enough and should cover all services and not just housing and employment. This bill
was seen as protecting LGBT and religious actors in a coexistence model. A new poll
administered in 2018 found that seventy-seven percent of people in Utah support nondiscrimination toward LGBT people and that Utah is the second most supportive state toward
LGBT people after Vermont.287
The Expert
It was essential to the Expert that people peacefully share a variety of ideas on which we
could make progress. He spoke about the importance of shared experiences, creating discourse
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where there is disagreement and the creation of new ideas and language. He affirmed how the
tools of the UN human rights mechanisms were at his disposal, which included the Universal
Periodic Review, Special Procedures, and Conventions on Torture and Cruel and Degrading
Treatment, which could address conversion therapy, forced surgery in the case of intersex
people, and the lack of available and affordable surgery for transgender people. The Expert did
not directly engage with transgender and intersex activists during the formal part of the
consultation, so he was asked to meet with them privately after consultation hours ended, which
he did. Transgender advocates were outspoken on how he only supported the medical model of
transgender surgery.288 He shared that this was because of his own life story, which featured his
love for his father and brother, who were both physicians. One activist pointed out that the
Expert appeared to uncritically accept the pathologizing medical model, which they stated as
unacceptable and highly problematic for transgender and intersex people. On gender identity, a
transgender activist was concerned less about the law and more about transgender people having
access to the information they needed for their lives, related to pathologizing, sterilization, and
social hardships such as coerced divorce. There was a reference to the Open Society Institute
(OSI) publication called “Licensed to be Yourself” as a resource for the Expert’s work.289
Another transgender activist said, “I have been arbitrarily detained. The perpetrators act with
impunity. Crimes are not taken seriously, and there is a lack of legal documentation.”290 An
intersex activist intervened:
The role of intersex is not in the mandate. It is assumed but cannot be assumed. Sex
characteristics need to be mentioned. Intersex people are treated differently. Despite an
abundance of testimony, medical procedures are still done to intersex children and adults
– cosmetic genital surgeries. It is called the shame heard around the world. 1.7% of the
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population has intersex characteristics – different bodies. Intersex people have to identify
themselves by their pathological diagnosis. We still lack credible nonsurgical pathways
for neonates, infants, and children. The rhetoric of inclusion is not matched by the reality.
The Expert needs to consult with UN human rights Special Representatives on Torture
and Health.291
Other SOGI topics were discussed during the consultation. For example, Arc
International requested that the Expert demand an apology from colonial powers for the antibuggery laws now used against LGBT people in some African countries. An apology took place
a year later in April 2018. The suggestion for the Expert to work with National Human Rights
Institutions (NHRIs) from Africa came from a female lawyer from Kenya. In response to the
linchpin of cultural inclusion, there was a request for increased engagement with religious
leaders and cultural gatekeepers who are also human rights defenders and to have them
participate in regional stakeholder meetings. Dialogues with national faith-based organizations
were proposed as a way to operationalize the linchpins.292
The Independent Expert thanked those present at the consultation for their input, and
summarized his main points, emphasizing the importance of “structured knowledge.” He said his
expertise in academic analysis is informed by experiential pedagogy and that his mandate was
one of analytical thinking, intersectionality, and pedagogy. He referred to the “focal-vocal,”
saying “I will be your focal-vocal – [the mandate] is a focal point and the vocalization is partly
through me, but your voices, our voices, are important together. Victims are experts. This is an
important part of empathization.”293 The Expert then referenced the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) as a new entry point for LGBT protections to address violence and discrimination,
but not without obstacles. The theme of the SDGs is to leave no one behind and to be compliant
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with international human rights standards as a vehicle, which may be a less contentious method
to build bridges across difference. Of the seventeen SDG goals enacted in the development
platform, Goal 5, Gender Equality, can be tied to LGBT people and women’s lives. However, in
an article on the UN Passblue website,294 the Assistant Secretary-General Amina Mohammed of
Nigeria stated that as long she is a development expert working on the SDGs, “Gay rights are off
the table.” Passblue remarked in their article that this confirms that they are missing by
“deliberate design.”295 The concluding point made by the Expert was that he realized that
transgender and intersex people felt marginalized, and this needs to change. He noted that half
the countries were boycotting his mandate and concluded that, “We as a world are always
moving from irrational to rational. We must always appear tolerant.” In October 2017, one year
after accepting the mandate, the first Independent Expert, Vitit Muntarbhorn, stepped down due
to illness and family duties. Rumors were that religious actors that opposed his mandate made his
job too difficult. “Precisely because this mandate was so heated, so caustic, from the beginning,
my humble intention during this year was to calm the situation through quiet engagement.”296
During his tenure, Muntarbhorn completed two major human rights reports on the violence and
discrimination LGBT people face.297 In an article about the Independent Expert, Stefano
Gennarini of C-FAM, portrayed Muntarbhorn in a respectful, even admiring way despite their
many areas of disagreement.298
The second Independent Expert is now in place, Victor Madrigal-Borloz of Costa Rica,
whose work as the Secretary-General of the International Rehabilitation Council for Torture
Victims (IRCT) and at the OAS means he is well-known in the UN system. A decade of
sustained advocacy at the UN led by the office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights and
the more powerful LGBT NGOs has seen the advancement of LGBT and SOGI rights. To go
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forward, there needs to be more intersection and true collaboration with women’s sexual,
reproductive, health and rights across UN agencies and civil society. Alliances between SRHR
and LGBT activists and organizations are strengthening, especially in their shared struggle
against the religious Right.
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Chapter 7 - Conclusion: Changing Culture and Tradition
In this final chapter, by way of concluding, I will address whether there are ways to
defuse the culture war between the religious Right and LGBT/SRHR activists at the UN. I have
found that the religious Right and LGBT/SRHR communities are caught in a trance of Trojan
horses, each side demonizing and distrusting the other. It is not merely that they disagree, but
both believe in a life and death battle for the right to exist, whether for LGBT people or the fetus.
LGBT people and the fetus are both the collateral damage in the war. Both sides launch an
argument of moral conviction without compromise.
On the surface, the idea of changing the culture into one where diversity is respected by
both sides, and freedom of religion is not used to inflict harm seems difficult, if not impossible.
However, since religious Right actors declare themselves to be moral, there may be a place to
begin a UN dialogue. Rather than using a co-belligerent model, a cooperative and relational
framework could employ prayer as the common ground for coexistence. LGBT Christians,
sharing a belief in God and scripture, could invite the religious Right into conversation in the
spirit of an ethics of reciprocity. A shared moral context explored through faith and dialogue
might alleviate some of the fear of Trojan horses and begin a cultural exchange. For example,
utilizing the UN’s day of Interfaith Prayer could be an opportunity to exchange scripture from
both perspectives and debate the meaning of common verses. Following a faith-based approach
to increase tolerance for difference could be better done with prayer than through a continuous
cycle of attack. If the culture of polarization and silencing can be shifted to sharing beliefs in an
environment of conscious listening, there may be a rapprochement between the factions.
It is possible to restore the shared meaning of language coopted or given the opposite
meaning in the culture war at the UN. For example, the words “family” and “tradition” can be
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returned to both sides of the culture war. LGBT people have families of all kinds, which does not
trump the religious Right’s preference for the “natural” family. Neither side can decide what
defines a “Family.” While the religious Right may feel they are the David to the LGBT Goliath,
they continue to define for LGBT people who they can and cannot be. Tradition can also create
suffering for women and LGBT people without respect for their human agency. Continued lack
of communication will only make things worse. I have gotten to know the religious Right at the
UN, attending their conferences and meetings. I attended the World Congress of Families in
Budapest in 2017 and was one of only a few SRHR and LGBT advocates there; I may also have
been the only out lesbian. Initially, I felt like I would need to wear a disguise as my short silver
hair would give me away, and it did. I was confronted by the president of the WCF and followed
by two women from Family Watch International throughout the proceedings. I had many
interpersonal exchanges during the congress.
An Increasing Presence
The culture war is an increasing presence at the UN, as is its compromising effect on UN
processes. The Trump administration’s anti-abortion and anti-CSE positions, and support of the
“traditional family” as code for anti-SRHR and LGBT advocacy, have emboldened religious
Right organizations to be more visible and claim space in formal UN mechanisms as never
before. Alliance Defending Freedom has become the chair of the Freedom of Religion or Belief
committees in New York and Geneva. This committee is part of the office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights, which to ADF means capturing enemy territory, as the
OHCHR supports sexual and gender-based human rights. ADF making inroads in terms of
influence has brought more attacks against the OHCHR at UN meetings (CPD, 2019).
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On the International Day of the Family in 2019, there were many new faces on the dais in
the ECOSOC chamber: Lila Rose, an abstinence and anti-abortion circuit speaker; Cathy Ruse, a
Senior Fellow at the Family Research Center and wife of Austin Ruse; Christine de Marcellus de
Vollmer, the head of the Latin American Alliance for the Family; and Dr. Shea Garrison of
Concerned Women of America. These are not the usual actors at the UN, and their increasing
power and presence are relevant to making alliances with more member states.
Reclaiming Discourse
Nussbaum writes about the religious Right’s “stock scare image” of LGBT people as
disgusting and elite, fueling the flames of homophobia.299 Sanders says that SRHR activists are
seen as “pure evil” by the religious Right.300 “Religious freedom” has come to mean having the
right to discriminate in the name of religion. To SRHR and LGBT advocates, Christianity is a
weapon deployed against them. Innumerable years of being told you are evil by a religion that
says it is based upon love is an oxymoron. The discourse needs to be reclaimed by SRHR and
LGBT actors, or it will be incorporated into UN discourse with the new meanings.
The encoding of language and coopting of discourse is done by both sides at the UN.
Terms such as “family” and “gender” have been stigmatized, but it is not just a matter of
semantics; words hold more than definitions, an entire value system resides within a single word.
Words like “homosexual,” “the right,” “gender,” and “tradition” represent epistemic systems that
hold the ideals and future for a group. The Religious Right have a wide range of concepts and
mobilized them against LGBT/SRHR human rights activists: sovereignty, human rights, family,
tradition, gender ideology, ideological colonization, comprehensive sexual education, sexual
reproductive health and rights, LGBT, and religious freedom. To decipher the appropriation, we
can look at each word, what it means, and the new meaning which has been ascribed:
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“Sovereignty” is used to exclude human rights from being applied to member states; it allows for
the exclusion of SRHR, women’s, and LGBT human rights. “Human rights” are seen as a
Western imposition of colonial values. “Family” is code for an entire array of anti-SRHR and
anti-LGBT values; it is the central platform for the religious Right at the UN. “Gender,” long
institutionalized by the UN, has been turned into “gender ideology” by the religious Right.
“Gender ideology” is reflected in the Holy See’s concept of complementarity with the gender
binary as the only model. Solidarity by Western activists toward SRHR and LGBT communities
in the Global South is defined as “ideological colonization” by Pope Francis. “Comprehensive
sexual education” means the sexualization of children. SRHR is reduced to abortion and LGBT
human rights are defined as protecting pedophiles who destroy the sacrament of marriage. There
is a need to free LGBT positive language, which has been given the opposite meaning at the UN.
Tradition, which relies on the customs and beliefs of the past, has been used to justify
violence, torture, suffering for women and LGBT people. As social change occurs, the holders of
tradition, like the religious Right, are threatened that their quality of life will be changed. They
are not necessarily affected but presume society will be changed for the worst or leave them
behind. The holders of tradition oppress the group that threatens their worldview, even to kill
them because of their difference. They do to the other what they are afraid will be done to them.
This is the opposite of the golden rule, “do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”
Coexistence
Sharon Slater (FWI) and I sat down in a corner outside a UN conference room and had a
conversation about the culture war. We each tried to explain to the other how their side was
wrong. I asked whether she thought there was an issue we could agree on, on which we could
work together -- for example, poverty. I remembered that Carolina Allen, the founder of Big
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Ocean Women, a UN Mormon actor, had been excited to tell me that she had started working at
a LGBT homeless shelter in Utah as a way of proving her good faith and seeking solidarity.
Slater and I pulled our chairs into an inconspicuous corner of a UN hallway and leaned into the
center of an imaginary circle. I wanted to listen to her, and it appeared her to me. She told me
about how she became friendly with a trans woman in Utah at an event where they both were
speaking. She said she could tell that she was unhappy and wanted to return to her original
gender identity. When I asked how she knew this she did not say and changed the subject to her
doing the work because she is a protector of the children. She is passionate about her call to
protect children from sexuality, their own, and the comprehensive sex education she attacks. She
seems obsessed with the UN wanting to sexualize children, rather than seeing it working to end
STDs. I spoke to her about what it is like for me as an elder in the LGBT movement. I explained
the obligation I feel to make the world a safer place for children, too. I told her that I’m in a
twenty-plus year relationship with children and grandchildren. She smiled and asked if I would
take a selfie with her, which I declined, not wanting to find myself posted on the Family Watch
website. We promise to work on the conflict between us at the UN and find a way to come
together from very different places. We agree to email and meet the next month when she would
return to New York. I emailed and received no response.
Collaboration on significant, less-divisive issues at the UN could open a way for dialogue
on even more contentious issues later on. I return to Nussbaum’s statement that losing tradition
can evoke a politics of fear. She suggests that to find a shared experience, “a modern Socratism
must establish respectful conversations across a far wider terrain.”301 Curiosity about the other
can reduce the fear that tradition evokes by lessening what she calls each side’s “surety of
position.” This, Nussbaum describes, as believing that one’s position is correct, and the other’s is

126

wrong. In the culture war, each side believes they are correct. They are the true believers
unwavering in their moral convictions. Both Nussbaum and Eisenstein note that tradition is a
fear of change and of that which we do not know;302 thus, engaging across conflict can create
knowledge of the other and lessen the fear and the hate.
Working the Middle
Working with the moderate religious middle at the UN as a way to bridge the culture war
was the goal of a project in October 2017. A group of religious organizations working in LGBT
human rights invited global LGBT religious leaders to speak authoritatively, rather than as
victims, at the UN. The goal was to engage religious Right actors in interfaith dialogue. The UN
office of the High Commissioner sent the Assistant Secretary-General for Human Rights to open
the event. LGBT civil society was acknowledged as the main actor, as opposed to member states.
Both sides of the culture war and the moderate middle were to attend. Around thirty member
states attended, as did religious leaders from mainstream, moderate, and conservative Christian
and non-Christian groups. The Golden Rule (Ethics of Reciprocity) guided the discussion.303
LGBT religious leaders spoke of their persecution and struggle to claim authority while facing
condemnation by the church and state. Member states and UN officials attended as well as three
Special Rapporteurs.304 Despite extensive organizing and personal invitations to the religious
Right, few would attend. Religious Right actors who attended actively participated. There were
priests and nuns from moderate religious orders, especially Catholic, who had never attended a
LGBT event at the UN. The Assistant Secretary-General for Human Rights, Andrew Gilmour,
stated:
I like the title you chose for today’s discussion: the “Ethics of Reciprocity.” The idea that
we should treat others as we wish them to treat us – often referred to as “The Golden
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Rule” – finds echoes in all of the world’s major religions – especially those represented
here today. I want to commend the organizers for the lengths they have gone to bring
people of conflicting views on LGBTI issues – including some who have spoken publicly
in the past of their discomfort with the subject. We’ve never before had so many faith
leaders from different communities gathered here at the UN with the express purpose of
discussing how to approach the challenge of protecting LGBTI people from violence and
discrimination. So, this is an important first.305
True Believers
Coexistence might be able to be negotiated with the true believers at the UN, the SRHR
and LGBT advocates and the religious Right. However, it is impossible to change the mind of a
true believer because it is not their mind, but the passionate beliefs of their heart which are at
stake. True believers on the religious Right truly believe that every fetus is a child at the moment
of conception and that all forms of abortion are murder even in the case of rape or incest. They
believe that SRHR and LGBT people, since the 1960s, have sought to destroy civilization and
that society will be torn apart if the “natural family” is not maintained. LGBT and SRHR truly
believe their lives will be smudged out by the religious Right, who threaten their existence and
identity and the life of their communities. According to Petchesky and Burlein,306 these are
seminal themes: abortion, which displaces the father from controlling the mother’s womb and
children. LGBT identity, which rejects or displaces traditional masculinity is read as the failure
of patriarchy, which is intolerable to the religious Right.
Changing Culture
The UN is a microcosm of global society and a focal point for religious Right and
LGBT/SRHR policy to be dispersed. The UN appears to be reaching a tipping point in the
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culture war with half of the member states supporting the religious Right and half supporting
SRHR and LGBT people. I argue that to change the culture war, one has to change the culture.
SRHR and LGBT activists would likely not agree as many LGBT UN activists identify legal
protections as the only lever of positive socio-cultural change. However, the website of ADF, the
most significant legal, religious Right organization, states that it is “changing lives of law
students so they can change the culture for Christ.”307 Changing culture is not the fastest way, but
for a cultural practice such as religion, it is natural. The state of the culture war is that UN
agencies view the religious Right as a group of anti-institutionalist actors working with
fundamentalist member states to infiltrate UN mechanisms. They have built an impressive
alliance of states that willingly share their message. The religious Right organizes states in
Africa, Latin and South America, Central Europe, the Holy See, Russia, the Caucasus, and areas
of Asia. Many of these states share a dislike of Western culture, especially regarding women’s
sexual and reproductive health and rights, and human rights in general. They are part of the fiftynine countries that criminalize LGBT persons. SRHR and LGBT actors are well institutionalized
at the UN and have made significant gains in human rights, where they have been supported by
the OHCHR and the LGBTI Core Group of Member States.
I conclude this dissertation remembering the game of Risk. I used to love to play Risk as a
child, amassing armies, and winning countries to gradually take over the world. Many of the
actors in the culture war have these inclinations as well. Then, there are the rest of the religious
and human rights actors at the UN, the moderate middle. This community is working on many
diverse issues but stuck in the middle of a culture war that seems endless. Perhaps it is possible
to enlist this middle group to play the role of the UN peacekeepers in the culture war so that
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coexistence principles, if not civility, can help the sides listen to each other, to stand firm in their
true beliefs but not inflict them on one another.
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